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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.







 


 


Epigraph


"How about a hyperspatial tube?” 


"Um ... m. Distinctly a possibility...” 


One instant space was empty; the next it was full of warships... 


Planets. Seven of them. Armed and powered as only a planet can be armed and powered. 


—Edward E. Smith, Ph.D., in Second Stage Lensmen


 


Tyger, tyger; burning bright 


In the forests of the night, 


What immortal hand or eye 


Could frame thy fearful symmetry? 


In what distant deeps or skies 


Burnt the fire of thine eyes?... 


In what furnace was thy brain?... 


—William Blake


 


And I beheld when he had opened the sixth seal, and lo, there was a great earthquake; and the sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon became as blood; 


And the stars of heaven fell unto the earth, even as a fig tree casteth her untimely figs, when she is shaken of a mighty wind. 


And the heavens departed as a scroll when it is rolled together; and every mountain and island were moved out of their places... 


And the third angel sounded, and there fell a great star from heaven, burning as it were a lamp, and it fell upon the third part of the rivers, and upon the fountains of waters. 


—The Revelation of Saint John the Divine


 


Actual interstellar voyaging was first effected by detaching a planet from its natural orbit by a series of well-timed and well-placed rocket impulsions, and thus projecting it into outer space at a speed far greater than the normal planetary and stellar speeds... 


Then followed wars such as had never before occurred in our galaxy. Fleets of worlds, natural and artificial, maneuvered among the stars to outwit one another, and destroyed one another with long-range jets of sub-atomic energy. As the tides of battle swept hither and thither through space, whole planetary systems were annihilated. 


—Olaf Stapledon in The Star Maker


 


 


 




 


Chapter One


 


SOME STORIES OF TERROR and the supernormal start with a moonlit face at a diamond-paned window, or an old document in spidery handwriting, or the baying of a hound across lonely moors. But this one began with an eclipse of the moon and with four glisteningly new astronomical photographs, each showing starfields and a planetary object. Only ... something had happened to the stars. 


The oldest of the photographs was only seven days out of the developer at the time of the eclipse. They came from three widely separated observatories and one came from a telescope on a satellite. They were the star-graven runes of purest science, at the opposite extreme from matters of superstition, yet each photograph struck a twinge of uneasiness in the young scientist first to see it. 


As he looked at the black dots that should have been there ... and at the faint black curlicues that shouldn't ... he felt the barest touch of a strangeness that for a moment made him kin to the caveman and the devil-worshipper and the witch-haunted Middle Ages. 


Passing along priority channels, the four photographs came together at the Los Angeles Area Headquarters of the Moon Project of the U.S. Space Force—the American Moon Project that was barely abreast of the Russian one, and far behind the Soviet Mars Project. And so at Moon Project U.S. the sense of strangeness and unease was sharpest, though expressed in sardonic laughter and a bouncy imaginativeness, as is the way with scientists faced with the weird. 


In the end the four photographs—or rather, what they heralded—starkly affected every human being on Earth, every atom of our planet. They opened deep fissures in the human soul. 


They cost thousands their sanity and millions their lives. They did something to the moon, too. 


So we might begin this story anywhere—with Wolf Loner in the mid-Atlantic, or Fritz Scher in Germany, or Richard Hillary in Somerset, or Arab Jones smoking weed in Harlem, or Barbara Katz sneaking around Palm Beach in a black playsuit, or Sally Harris hunting her excitement in the environs of New York, or Doc Brecht selling pianos in L.A., or Charlie Fulby lecturing about flying saucers, or General Spike Stevens understudying the top role in the U.S. Space Force, or Rama Joan Huntington interpreting Buddhism, or with Bagong Bung in the South China Sea, or with Don Merriam at Moonbase U.S., or even with Tigran Biryuzov orbiting Mars. Or we could begin it with Tigerishka or Miaow or Ragnarok or the President of the United States. 


But because they were close to that first center of unease near Los Angeles, and because of the crucial part they were to play in the story, we will begin with Paul Hagbolt, a publicist employed by Project Moon; and with Margo Gelhorn, fiancée of one of the four young Americans who had soared to Moonbase U.S., and with Margo's cat Miaow, who had a very strange journey ahead of her; and with the four photographs, though they were then only an eerie, top-secret mystery rather than a trumpeting menace; and with the moon, which was about to slide into the ambiguous gleam-haunted darkness of eclipse. 


 


MARGO GELHORN, coming out on the lawn, saw the full moon halfway up the sky. Earth's satellite was as vividly three-dimensional as a mottled marble basketball. Its pale gold hue fitted the weather rarity of a balmy Pacific Coast evening. 


“There's the bitch up there now,” Margo said. 


Paul Hagbolt, emerging through the door behind her, laughed uneasily. “You really do think of the moon as a rival.” 


“Rival, hell. She's got Don,” the blonde girl said flatly. “She's even got Miaow here hypnotized.” She was holding in her arms a tranquil gray cat, in whose green eyes the moon was two smudged pearls. 


Paul too turned his gaze on the moon, or rather toward a point near its top, above the Mare Imbrium shadow. He couldn't distinguish the crater Plato holding Moonbase U.S., but he knew it was in view. 


Margo said bitterly: “It's bad enough to have to look up at that graveyard monstrosity, knowing Don's there, exposed to all the dangers of a graveyard planet. But now that we have to think about this other thing that's shown up in the astronomical photographs—” 


“Margo!” Paul said sharply, automatically flashing a look around. “That's still classified information. We shouldn't be talking about it—not here.” 


“The Project's turning you into an old auntie! Besides, you've given me no more than a hint—” 


“I shouldn't have given you even that.” 


“Well, what are we going to talk about, then?” 


Paul let off a sigh. “Look,” he said, “I thought we came outside to watch the eclipse, maybe take a drive, too—” 


“Oh, I forgot the eclipse! The moon's turned a little smoky, don't you think? Has it started?” 


“Looks like it,” Paul said. “It's time for first contact.” 


“What'll the eclipse do to Don?” 


“Nothing much. It'll get dark up there for a while. That's all. Oh yes, and the temperature outside Moonbase will drop 250 degrees or so.” 


“A blast from the seventh circle of Hell and he says, ‘That's all'!” 


“Not as bad as it sounds. You see, the temperature will be about 150 degrees above zero to start with,” Paul explained. 


“A Siberian cold wave cubed on top of scalding heat and he says, ‘That's ducky'! And when I think of this other, unknown horror creeping toward the moon from outer space—” 


“Drop it, Margo!” The smile left Paul's face. “You're talking strictly off the top of your imagination.” 


“Imagination? Did you or did you not tell me about four star photos that showed—” 


“I told you nothing—nothing that you didn't completely misinterpret. No, Margo, I refuse to say another word about that. Or listen to you over-rev your mind. Let's go inside.” 


“Go inside? With Don up there? I'm going to watch this eclipse through—from the coast road, if it lasts that long.” 


“In that case,” Paul said quietly, “you'd better get something more than that jacket. I know it seems warm now, but California nights are treacherous.” 


“And nights on the moon aren't? Here, hold Miaow.” 


“Why? If you think I'm going to travel a loose cat—” 


“Because this jacket is too hot! Here, take it and give me Miaow back. Why not travel a cat? They're people, same as we are. Aren't you, Miaow?” 


“They are not. They're simply beautiful animals.” 


“They are so people. Even your great god Heinlein admits they're second-class citizens, every bit as good as aborigines or fellahin.” 


“I don't care about the theory of it, Margo. I'm simply refusing to travel a nervous cat in my convertible with the top down.” 


“Miaow's not nervous. She's a girl.” 


“Females are calm? Look at yourself!” 


“You won't take her?” 


“No!” 


 


A PALTRY quarter million miles starward of Earth, the moon turned from ghostly gold to pale bronze as it slowly coasted into the fringe of the larger orb's shadow. Sun, Earth, and Moon were lining up. It was the moon's ten billionth eclipse, or thereabouts. Nothing extraordinary, really, yet from under the snug blanket of Earth's atmosphere hundreds of thousands of people were already watching the sight from Earth's night side, which now stretched across the Atlantic and the Americas from the North Sea to California and from Ghana to Pitcairn Island. 


The other planets were mostly on the other side of the sun, as far away as people at the other end of a big house. 


The stars were frosty, dimensionless eyes in the dark, as distant as bright-windowed houses across the ocean. 


The Earth-Moon pair, huddling by the solar fire, were almost alone in a black forest twenty million million miles across. A frighteningly lonely situation, especially if you imagined something wholly unknown stirring in the forest, creeping closer, shaking the starlight here and there as it bent the black twigs of space. 


 


FAR OUT in the North Atlantic, a dash of dark spray in his eyes roused Wolf Loner from a chilly dream of fear in time to see the last ragged window high in the thickening black cloudbank to the west close on the coppery moon. He knew it was the eclipse that made the orb look smoky, yet in the after-glisten of his dream the moon seemed to be calling for help from a burning building—Diana in peril. The shouldering black waves and the wind on the curved drum of the sail soon rocked and harshly crooned away the disturbing vision. 


“Sanity is rhythm,” Wolf Loner said loudly to no one within five miles, or, for all he knew, two hundred—the latter being the distance he reckoned he was from Boston in his one-man, east-west passage begun at Bristol. 


He checked the link between mainsheet and tiller that kept the twenty-two-foot sailing dory slanting into the west, then slid himself feet first into the coffin-wide cabin for a warmer and longer nap. 


 


THREE THOUSAND MILES south of the dory, the atomic luxury liner “Prince Charles” raced like a seagoing mesa toward Georgetown and the Antilles through an invisible mist of converging radio waves. In the air-conditioned and darkened astrodome a few older people, yawning at the post-midnight hour, watched the eclipse, and a few younger couples necked discreetly or played footsies, which the foot-glove fad facilitated, while from the main ballroom there rumbled faintly, like distant thunder, the Wagnerian strains of neojazz. Captain Sithwise tallied the number of known Brazilian fascists of the unpredictable new sort on the passenger list, and guessed that a revolution had been scheduled. 


 


AT CONEY ISLAND, in the heavy shadow of the new boardwalk, Sally Harris, her hands clasped back of her neck under the sunburst of her permanent-static-charge explosion hairdo, held herself humorously still as Jake Lesher tugged crosswise at the backstrap of her bra through the silky black fabric of her Gimbel's Scaasi Size 8 frock. “Have a good time,” she said, “but remember we're seeing the eclipse from the top of the Ten-Stage Rocket. All ten tops.” 


“Aw, who wants to gawk at a moon that's sick, sick, sick,” Jake retorted a bit breathlessly. “Sal, where the hell are the hooks and eyes?” 


“In the bottom of your grandmother's trunk,” she informed him, and ran a silver-nailed thumb and forefinger down the self-sealing, mood-responsive V of her frock. “The magnetic quick-release gear is forward, not aft, you Second Avenue sailor,” she said and gave a deft twist. “There! See why it's called the Vanishing Bra?” 


“Christ!” he said, “they're like hot popovers. Oh, Sal...” 


“Amuse yourself,” she told him coolly, her nostrils flaring, “but remember you're not getting out of taking me for my roller-coaster ride. And kindly handle the bakery goods with reverence.” 


 


DON GUILLERMO WALKER, straining to see, through the dull black Nicaraguan cloud-jungle, the inky gleam of Lake Managua, decided that bombing el presidente's stronghold in the dark of the eclipse had been a purely theatric idea, a third-act improvisation from desperation, like having Jean wear nothing under her negligee in Algiers Decision, which hadn't saved that drama from a turkey's fate. 


Eclipses weren't all that dark, it turned out, and el presidente's three jet fighters could chop up this ancient Seabee in seconds, ending the Revolution of the Best, or at least the contribution to it of the self-proclaimed lineal descendant of the original William Walker who had filibustered in Nicaragua in the 1850's. 


If he did manage to bail out, they would capture him. He didn't think he could stand an electric bull prod except by turning into a three-year-old. 


Too much light, too much light! “You're a typical lousy bit-player,” Don Guillermo shouted up at the brazen moon. “You don't know how to efface yourself!” 


 


TWO THOUSAND MILES east of Wolf Loner and his cloudbank, Dai Davies, Welsh poet, vigorous and drunk, waved good night from near the dark loom of the Severn Experimental Tidal Power Station to the sooty moon sinking into the cloudless Bristol Channel beyond Portishead Point, while the spreading glow of dawn erased the stars behind him. 


“Sleep well, Cinderella,” he called. “Wash your face now, but be sure to come back.” 


Richard Hillary, English novelist, sickish and sober, observed finically, “Dai, you say that as if you were afraid she wouldn't.” 


“There's a first time for everything, Ricky-bach,” Dai told him darkly. “We don't worry enough about the moon.” 


“You worry about her too much,” Richard countered sharply, “reading a veritable vomit of science fiction.” 


“Ah, science fiction's my food and drink—well, anyhow my food. Vomit, now—you were maybe thinking of the book-vomiting dragon Error in The Faerie Queene and fancying her spewing up, after all of Spenser's musty hates, the collected works of H.G. Wells, Arthur C. Clarke, and Edgar Rice Burroughs?” 


Hillary's voice grew astringent. “Science fiction is as trivial as all artistic forms that deal with phenomena rather than people. You should know that, Dai. Aren't the Welsh warmhearted?” 


“Cold as fish,” the poet replied proudly. “Cold as the moon herself, who is a far greater power in life than you sentimental, sacrilegious, pub-snoozing, humanity-besotted, degenerate Saxo-Normans will ever realize.” He indicated the Station with a sweep of his arm. “Power from Mona!” 


“David!” the novelist exploded. “You know perfectly well that this tidal power toy is merely a sop to people like myself who are against atomic power because of the weapons aspect. And please don't call the moon Mona—that's folk etymology. Mona's a Welsh island, if you will—Anglesey—but not a Welsh planet!” 


Dai shrugged, peering west at the dim, vanishing moon-bump. “Mona sounds right to me and that's all that counts. All culture is but a sop to infant humanity. And in any case,” he added with a mocking grin, “there are men on the moon.” 


“Yes,” Hillary agreed coldly, “four Americans and an indeterminate but small number of Soviets. We ought to have cured human poverty and suffering before wasting milliards on space.” 


“Still, there are men on Mona, on their way to the stars.” 


“Four Americans. I have more respect for that New Englander Wolf Loner who sailed from Bristol last month in his dory. At least he wasn't staking the world's wealth on his adventurous whim.” 


Dai grinned, without taking his eyes off the west. 


“Be damned to Loner, that Yankee anachronism! He's most likely drowned and feeding the fishes. But the Americans write fine science fiction and make moon-ships almost as good as the Russkies'. Good night, Mona-bach! Come back dirty-faced or clean, but come back.” 


 


 


 




 


Chapter Two


 


THROUGH his mushroom helmet's kingsize view window, still polarized at half max to guard his eyes from solar glare, Lieutenant Don Merriam USSF watched the last curved sliver of solid sun, already blurred by Earth's atmosphere, edge behind the solid bulk of the mother planet. 


The last twinges of orange light reproduced with frightening exactitude the winter sun setting through the black tangle of leafless trees a quarter mile west of the Minnesota farmhouse where Don Merriam had spent his childhood. 


Twisting his head toward the righthand mini-console, he tongued a key to cut polarization. ("The airless planets will be pioneered by men with long, active tongues,” Commander Gompert had summed it up. “Frogmen?” Dufresne had suggested.) 


The stars sprang out in their multitudes—a desert night squared, a night with sequins. The pearly shock of Sol's corona blended with the Milky Way. 


Earth was ringed by a ruddy glow—sunlight bent by the planet's thick atmosphere—and would remain so throughout the eclipse. The ring was brightest near the planet's crust, fading out a quarter diameter away, and brightest of all along the lefthand rim behind which the sun had just vanished. 


Don noted without surprise that the central bulk of Earth was the blackest he had ever seen it. Because of the eclipse, it was no longer brushed with the ghostly glow of moonlight. 


He had been half crouched in his suit, leaning back and supporting himself on one arm to get an easy view of Earth, which was halfway to his zenith. Now with a wrist-flick nicely gauged to the moon's dreamy gravitation, he came fully to his feet and looked around him. 


Starlight and ring-glow tinged with bronze the dark gray plain of dust, mouse-soft, a mixture of powdered pumice and magnetic iron oxide. 


Back when Cromwell's New Model Army ruled England, Hevelius had named this crater the Great Black Lake. But even in bright sunlight Don could not have seen the walls of Plato. That near-mile-high, circular rampart, thirty miles away from him moon-east, north, south, and west, was hidden by the curve of the moon's surface, sharper than the earth's. 


The same close horizon cut off the bottom half of the Hut, only three hundred yards away. It was good to see those five little glowing portholes at the margin between the dark plain and the starfield—and near them, silhouetted by starlight, the truncated cones of the base's three rocket ships, each standing high on its three landing legs. 


“How's the dark dark?” Johannsen's voice softly asked in his ear. “Roger and over.” 


“Warm and spicy. Suzie sends love,” Don responded. “Roger to you.” 


“Outside temperature?” 


Don glanced down at the magnified fluorescent dials beneath the view window. “Dropping past 200 Kelvin,” he replied, giving the absolute equivalent of a temperature of almost exactly 100 degrees below zero on the Fahrenheit scale still widely used in Earth's English-speaking areas. 


“Your SOS working?” Johannsen continued. 


Don tongued a key and a faint musical ululation filled his helmet. “Loud and clear, my captain,” he said with a flourish. 


“I can hear it,” Johannsen assured him sourly. Don tongued it off. 


“Have you harvested our cans?” Johannsen next asked, referring to the tiny, rod-supported cannisters regularly put out and collected to check on the movements of moon dust and other materials, including radioactively tagged atoms planted at various distances from the Hut. 


“I haven't sharpened my scythe yet,” Don told him. 


“Take your time,” Johannsen advised with a knowing snort as he signed off. He and Don were well aware that planting and harvesting the cans was mostly an excuse to get a man suited up and out of the Hut as a safety measure during times of greatest danger from moonquakes—when Earth and Sun were dragging at the moon from the same side, as now, or from opposite sides, as would happen in two weeks. Gravitational traction has been thought to trigger earthquakes, and so, possibly, moonquakes. Moonbase had not yet experienced anything beyond the mildest temblor—the pen of the seismograph keyed to the solid rock below the dust cushioning the Hut had hardly quivered; just the same, Gompert made a point of having a man outside for several hours each fortnight—at “new earth” and “full earth” (or full moon and new moon, if you stayed with the groundster lingo, or simply the spring tides). Thus if the unexpected did occur and the Hut sustained serious damage, Gompert would have one egg outside his basket. 


It was just another of the many fine-drawn precautions Moonbase took for its safety. Besides, it provided a tough regular check on the efficiency of spacesuits and of personnel working solo. 


Don looked up again at the Earth. The ring was glowing less lopsidedly now. He couldn't make out a single feature of the inky circle inside, though he knew the eastern Pacific and the Americas were to the left and the Atlantic and the western tips of Africa and Europe to the right. He thought of dear, slightly hysterical Margo and good old neurotic Paul, and truly even they seemed to him rather trivial at the moment—nice little beetles scuttling under the bark of Earth's atmosphere. 


He looked down again, and he was standing on glittering whiteness. Not whiteness literally, yet the effect of a new-fallen Minnesota snow by starlight had been duplicated with devilish precision. Carbon dioxide gas, seeping steadily up through the pumice and oxide of Plato's floor, had suddenly crystallized throughout into dry-ice flakes forming directly on the dust floor or falling onto it almost instantly. 


Don smiled, feeling less inhumanly distant from life. The moon had not become a Mother to him yet, not by a long shot, but she was getting to seem just a little like a chilly Older Sister. 


 


BALMY AIR sluiced the convertible carrying Paul Hagbolt and Margo Gelhorn and the cat Miaow along the Pacific Coast Highway. At almost regular intervals a weathered yellow roadsign would grow until it plainly said SLIDE AREA OR FALLING ROCK ZONE, and then it would duck out of the headlight beam. The highway traveled a generally narrow strip between the beach and an almost vertical, hundred-foot cliff of geologically infantile material—packed silt, sand, gravel, and other sediments, though here and there larger rocks thrust through. 


Margo, her hair streaming, sat half switched around with her knees on the seat between her and Paul, so she could watch the smokingly bronzed moon. She had her jacket spread on her lap. On it was Miaow, curled up in a gray doughnut and fast asleep, or giving a good imitation. 


“We're getting near Vandenberg Two,” Paul said. “We could look at the moon through one of the Project ‘scopes.” 


“Will Morton Opperly be there?” Margo asked. 


“No,” Paul replied, smiling faintly. “He's over in the Valley these days, at Vandenberg Three, playing master sorceror to all the other theory boys.” 


Margo shrugged and looked sideways up. “Doesn't the moon ever black out?” she wondered. “It's still sooty copper.” Paul explained to her about the ring-glow. 


“How long does the eclipse last, anyway?” she asked, and when he said, “Two hours,” she objected: “I thought eclipses were over in seconds, with everybody getting excited and dropping their cameras.” 


“Those are the eclipses of the sun—the totality part.” 


Margo smiled and leaned back. “Now tell me about the star photographs,” she said. “You can't possibly be overheard in a moving car. And I'm not so worked up about them now. I've stopped worrying about Don—the eclipse is just a bronze blanket for him.” 


Paul hesitated. 


She smiled again. “I promise not to rev my mind at all. I'd just like to understand them.” 


Paul said: “I can't promise you any understanding. Even the astro big-wigs only made profound noises. Including Opperly.” 


“Well?” 


Paul wove the tires around a tiny scatter of gravel. Then he began. “Well, ordinarily, star photos don't get seen around for years, if ever, but the astro boys on the Project have a standing request out with their pals at the observatories to be shown anything unusual. We've even had star pix the day after they were taken.” 


Margo laughed. “Late Sports Final of the Stellar Atlas?” 


“Exactly! Well, the first photo came in a week ago. It showed a starfield with the planet Pluto in it. But something had happened during the exposure so that the stars around Pluto had blanked out or shifted position. I got to look at it myself—there were three very faint squiggles where the brightest stars near Pluto had shifted. Black-on-white squiggles—in real astronomy you just look at the negatives.” 


“Inside stuff,” Margo said solemnly. Then, “Paul!” she cried. “There was a newspaper story this morning about a man who claimed to have seen some stars twirl! I remember the headline: STARS MOVED, SAYS WRONG-WAY DRIVER.” 


“I saw it too,” Patti said a bit sourly. “He was driving an open-top car at the time, and had an accident—because he was so fascinated by the stars, he said. Turned out he'd been drinking.” 


“Yes, but the people with him in the car backed him up. And later there were phone calls to the planetarium, reporting the same thing.” 


“I know, we had some at the Moon Project,” Paul said. “Just the usual business of mass suggestion. Look, Margo, the photo I was telling you about was taken a week ago, and it was of something only a powerful telescope could see. Let's not get it mixed up with flying saucer-type nonsense. I'm saying, we got a photo of Pluto showing three faint star-squiggles. But get this—Pluto hadn't shifted at all! Its image was a black dot.” 


“What's so astonishing about that?” 


“Ordinarily you don't get startled at starlight or even star images wavering. Earth's atmosphere does it, same as it makes hills waver on a hot day—in fact, that's what makes the stars twinkle. But in this case, whatever was twisting the starlight had to be out beyond Pluto. This side of the stars, but beyond Pluto.” 


“How far away is Pluto?” 


“Almost forty times as far as the sun.” 


“What would twist starlight way out in space?” 


“That's what puzzles the big boys. Some special sort of electric or magnetic field, maybe, though it would have to be very strong.” 


“How about the other photos?” Margo prompted. 


Paul paused while he pulled around a deep-growling truck. “The second, taken four nights ago by our astro satellite and TV'ed down, was the same story, except that the planet involved was Jupiter, and the area of the twist was larger.” 


“So that whatever made the twist must have been nearer?” Margo suggested. 


“Perhaps. Incidentally, Jupiter's moons hadn't wavered either. The third photo, which I saw day before yesterday, showed a still larger area of twist with Venus in it. Only this time Venus had made a squiggle too—a big one.” 


“As if the light had been twisted this side of Venus?” 


“Yes, between Venus and Earth. Of course it could have been atmosphere-waver this time, but the boys didn't think so.” 


Then Paul grew silent. 


“Well?” Margo prodded him. “You said there were four photos.” 


“I saw the fourth today,” he told her guardedly. “Taken last night. Still larger areas of twist. This time the edge of the moon was in it. The moon's image hadn't wavered.” 


“Paul! That must have been what the man who was driving saw. The same night.” 


“I don't think so,” he told her. “You can hardly see any stars near the moon with the naked eye. Besides, these reports by laymen just don't mean anything.” 


“Well,” she countered, “it certainly does sound as if something were creeping up on the moon. First Pluto, then Jupiter, then Venus, getting closer each time.” 


The road curved south and the darkly bronzed moon came swinging out over the Pacific as it rode along with them. 


“Now, wait a minute, Margo,” Paul protested, lifting his left hand for a moment from the wheel. “I got the same idea myself, so I asked Van Bruster about it. He says it's completely unlikely that one single field, traveling through space, was responsible for the four twists. He thinks there were four different twist fields involved, not connected in any way—so there can't be any question of something creeping up on the moon. What's more, he says he's not too surprised at the photos. He says astronomers have known the theoretical possibility of such fields for years, and that evidence for them is beginning to show up now, not by chance, but because of the electronically amplified ‘scopes and superfast photographic emulsions that have just gone into use this year. The twists show up in star snapshots where they wouldn't in long exposures.” 


“What did Morton Opperly think of the photos?” Margo asked. 


“He didn't ... No, wait, he was the one who insisted on plotting the course of the twist fields from Pluto to the moon. Say, we just passed Monica Mountainway! That's the fancy new road across the mountains to Vandenberg Three where Opperly is right now.” 


“Was the Pluto-moon course a straight one?” Margo asked, refusing to be deflected. 


“No, the darndest zig-zag imaginable.” 


“But did Opperly say anything?” Margo insisted. 


Paul hesitated, then said, “Oh, he chuckled, and said something like, ‘Well, if Earth or Moon is their target, they're getting closer with each shot.'” 


“You see?” Margo said with satisfaction. “You see? Whatever it is, it's aiming at planets!” 


 


BARBARA KATZ, self-styled Girl Adventurer and long-time science-fiction fan, faded back across the lawn, away from the street-globes and the Palm Beach policeman's flashlight, and slipped behind the thick jagged bole of a cabbage palmetto before the cold bright beam swung her way. She thanked Mentor, her science-fiction god, that the long-hoarded, thirty-inch nylon foot-gloves she was wearing below her black playsuit were black, too—one of the popular pastel shades would have shown up even without the flash. The bag dangling from her shoulder was a black one, of the Black Ball Jetline. She didn't worry about her face and arms, they were dark enough to melt with the night—and get her mistaken for colored by day. Barbara was willing to do her bit for integration, but just the same she sometimes resented it that she tanned so dark so fast. 


Another burden for Jews to bear bravely, her father might have told her, though her father wouldn't have approved of stouthearted girls hunting millionaires in their home lair in Florida, which they shared with the alligators. Or of such girls carrying bikinis in their swiped shoulder bags, either. 


The policeman's flash was prodding the shrubs across the street now, so she continued across the lawn springy as foam rubber. She decided that this was certainly the house from beside which she'd seen a lens flashing while she'd sneaked her swim at sunset. 


It got very dark around her as she advanced. As she rounded another palmetto, she heard the whisper of a tiny electric motor, and she almost overran a white suit that was seated at the eyepiece of a big white telescope supported on a white-legged tripod and directed at the western sky. 


The suit got up with a kind of lurch that showed it was helped by a cane, and a voice quavered from atop it. “Who's that?” 


“Good evening,” Barbara Katz responded in her warmest, politest voice. “I believe you know me—I'm the girl who was changing into the black-and-yellow striped bikini. May I watch the eclipse with you?” 


 


 


 




 


Chapter Three


 


PAUL HAGBOLT looked at the heights ahead, where the Pacific Coast Highway swung inland and began to climb. Beyond this approaching bend, between the road and the sea, loomed the three-hundred-foot plateau on which stood Vandenberg Two, home of the Moon Project and the U.S. Space Force's newest base and rocket launching and landing area. Gleamingly wire-fenced around its foot and showing only a few dark red lights along its crest which stretched off endlessly, the space base towered mysteriously between the diverging highway and ocean—an ominous baronial stronghold of the future. 


The highway hummed more hollowly as the convertible crossed a flat concrete bridge over a wash and Margo Gelhorn sat up sharply beside him. Miaow flinched. The girl's gaze swung back past Paul. “Hey, wait a minute.” 


“What is it?” Paul asked, not slowing down. The highway had begun its climb. 


“I'd almost swear,” Margo said, staring back down the road, “that I saw a sign with the words ‘Flying Saucer’ on it.” 


“Flying Saucer-Burgers?” Paul suggested. “Same shape, you know.” 


“No, there wasn't a café or anything like that. Just one little white sign. Right before the wash. I want to go back and have a look at it.” 


“But we're almost to V-2,” Paul objected. “Don't you want to see the moon through a ‘scope while the eclipse is still on? You'll be able to see Plato, only we'll have to put up the top and leave Miaow locked in the car. You can't take pets into Vandenberg.” 


“No, I don't,” Merge said. “I'm sick of being given the slick Project treatment. What's more, I abominate any organization that denies cats are people!” 


“All right, all right,” Paul chuckled. 


“So let's turn back right now. We'll be able to see the moon better facing that way.” 


Paul did his best to drive past the little white sign, but Margo brought him up short. “There! Where the green lantern is! Stop there!” As the car bumped on the uneven shoulder, Miaow sat up and stretched and then looked around with no great interest. 


There was a dirt road going down beside the beach, along the foot of the headland the highway had swung inland to climb—a lesser bump before the big plateau. 


On one side of the dirt road there hung a flickering Vandenberg Two. kerosene lantern with green glass around the flame. To the other side, standing out sharply in the convertible's headlights, was a rather small white sign. The black lettering on it, not at all crudely drawn, read: THIS WAY TO THE FLYING SAUCER SYMPOSIUM. 


“Only in Southern California,” Paul said, shaking his head. 


Margo said, “Let's drive in and see what's going on.” 


“Not on your life?” Paul assured her loudly. “If you can't stand Vandenberg, I can't stand saucer maniacs.” 


“But they don't sound like maniacs, Paul,” Margo said. “The whole thing has tone. Take that lettering—it's pure Baskerville.” 


Snatching up Miaow, she clambered out of the car for a closer look. 


“Besides, we don't know if the meeting's tonight,” he called after her. “It was probably earlier today, or even last week. Who knows?” He stood up too. “I don't see any lights or signs of life.” 


“The green lantern proves it must be tonight,” Margo called back from where she stood by the sign. “Let's go, Paul.” 


“The green lantern probably has nothing to do with the sign.” 


Margo turned toward him, holding up a black finger in the headlight's glare. 


“The paint's still wet,” she said. 


 


THE MOON burrowed deeper into the earth's shadow, nearing that central point where the three bodies would be lined up. As always the moon—and much less strongly in its effects, the sun—plucked at the planet between them with invisible gravitational fingers, straining earth's rock crust and steel-strong inner parts, lightly brushing the triggers of immense or tiny earthquakes, and setting the ponderous film of Earth's oceans and seas, gulfs and channels, straits and sounds, lakes and bays resonating in the slow and various music of the tides, whose single vibrations are a little longer than a night or day. 


 


ON THE OTHER SIDE of the earth from Southern California, swart Bagong Bung, sweat dropping from under his splotched yellow turban onto his bare shoulders and chest, called to his naked Australian mate to cut the engine of the “Machan Lumpur.” If they didn't lose any time, they'd be getting to the little inlet south of Do-Son before the ten-foot tide could lift them over the bar, and here in the Gulf of Tonkin the demon-controlled high tide came only once every twenty-four hours. A patrolling helicopter might take note if they hung about outside the inlet before slipping in to deliver the arms and drugs to the North Vietnam anticommunist underground—afterwards proceeding to Hanoi to deliver the main cargo (also arms and drugs) to the Communists. 


As the bow-ripples died, the 200-mile-wide gulf around the tiny rusty steamer glowed like a lake of molten brass. Bagong Bung, squinting about at the shimmering horizon, hand resting on the brass spyglass thrust in his belt, had no thought for the eclipse which noon and the globe hid from him. For that matter, the little Malay, his tired ship (mortgaged to Chinese bankers), and the lukewarm sea were all standing on their heads in relation to the Americas, and the sun baking his turban would have been toasting the soles of a billion Occidental feet, could it have shone through the planet between. 


Bagong Bung was dreaming of the host of wrecked ships under the shallow waters around him and south and east away, and of the treasure he would win from them when he had accumulated enough money from this accursed smuggling to pay for the equipment and the divers he'd need. 


 


DON GUILLERMO WALKER told himself that the cluster of feeble lights he'd just droned past must be Metapa. But—his celestial navigation being as much boast as his European Shakespearean career—what if they were Zapata or La Libertad? Better, perhaps: in widely missing his target he'd miss the torture. Sweat itched on his chin and cheeks. He should have shaved his beard, he told himself. His captors would say, jiggling the bull prod in the steaming cell, that the beard proved he was a Castro-inspired Communist and his cards of the John Birch Society forgeries or worse. Burn la barba off his face with la electricidad! 


“Damn you for getting me into this, you whore in black underwear, you nigger-Indian bitch!” Don Guillermo yelled at the sooty orange moon. 


 


THE “PRINCE CHARLES” and the dory “Endurance” went their diverging ways across the dark Atlantic. Most of the nylon-shod ones had gone to their rendezvous with sleep or each other, but Captain Sithwise was taking a turn on the bridge. He felt strangely uneasy. It was having those Brazilian insurgents aboard, he told himself: this new lot of empire-snatchers did such unaccountably crazy things—as if they lived on ether. 


Wolf Loner rocked in the arms of the sea, cushioned by a mile of salt water. The cloudbank under whose eastern verge the “Endurance” had entered was a vast one, trailing veils of fog and stretching to Edmonton and the Great Slave Lake, and from Boston north to Hudson Strait. 


 


SALLY HARRIS granted Jake Lesher another burst of hand-clutching at a dark turn in the House of Horror, but, “Hey, don't ruck up my skirt—use the auxiliary hip placket,” she admonished. 


“Are your pants magnetically hung, too?” Jake demanded. 


“No, just Goodyear, but there's a vanishing gadget. Easy there—and for God's sake don't tell me they're like the big round loaves of good homemade bread Mama Lesher used to bake. That's enough now, or the Rocket'll close down before we've seen the eclipse.” 


“Sal, you were never astronomical like this before and we don't need that kind of roller-ride. You got the key to Hasseltine's place, don't you, and he's away, isn't he?—and besides, you've never taken me there. If that skyscraper isn't high enough for you—” 


“The roller coaster's my skyscraper tonight,” she told him. “That's enough, I said!” 


She twisted away from him and ran off, past an eight-foot-tall gray Saturn-man who reared out of a wall, gripping a yard-long raygun and peppering her with sizzling blue light. 


 


ASA HOLCOMB, puffing a bit, surmounted the top of the little mesa west of Arizona's Superstition Mountains. Just at that moment the wall of his aorta tore a little, and blood began to seep into his chest. There was no pain, but he felt a weakness and sensed a strangeness, and he quietly lay down on the flat rock, which still had a little heat in it from the day of sun. 


He was neither particularly startled nor very afraid. Either the weakness would pass, or it would not. He'd known this little climb to a good spot to watch the eclipse was a dangerous thing. After all, his mother had warned him against climbing by himself in the rocks, seventy years ago. Doubly dangerous, with an aorta paper-thin. But it was always worth everything to get away by himself, climb a bit, and study the heavens. 


His eyes had been resting, a little wistfully, on the lights of Mesa, but now he lifted them. This was about the fiftieth time he had seen Luna shrouded, but tonight she seemed more beautiful in her bronze phase than ever before, more like the pomegranate Proserpine plucked in the Garden of the Dead. His weakness wasn't passing. 


 


 


 




 


Chapter Four


 


THE CONVERTIBLE carrying Paul Hagbolt and Margo Gelhorn and her cat softly jounced along the rutted trail, raw cliff again to the right, beach sand to the left, both now only a yard or so off. Away from the big highway, the night pressed in. The three wayfarers shared more fully the lonely obscurity of the eclipsed moon climbing the starry sky. Even Miaow sat up to peer ahead. 


“Among other things, this road probably leads to the back door of Vandenberg Two,” Paul ruminated. “The beach gate, they call it. Of course I'm supposed to use the main gate, but in a pinch...” Then after a bit: “It's really funny how these saucer maniacs are always holding their meetings next door to missile bases or atomic installations. Hoping a little glamor will leak their way, I guess. Did you know that at one time the Space Force was really suspicious about it?” 


The headlights picked up an earth-fall blocking more than half the road. It was as high as the hood of the car, and recent, judging by the damp look of the granulated dirt. Paul let the car stop. 


“End of saucer expedition,” he announced cheerfully. 


“But the others have gone on,” Margo said, standing up again. “You can see where they've gone around the fall.” 


“Okay,” Paul said mock-doomfully. “But if we get stuck in the sand, you're going to have to hunt drift boards to put under the tires.” 


The wheels spun twice, but the convertible had no real trouble getting traction. A little beyond, they came to a shallow pocket in the cliff, where the road expanded to thrice its width. A dozen cars had used the extra space to park side by side, their rear bumpers snug to the cliff. The first comers included a red sedan, a microbus and a white, open-back pickup truck. 


Beyond the last car was another green lantern and an elegantly lettered sign: park here. then follow the green lights. 


“Just like the Times Square subway station,” Margo exclaimed delightedly. “I'll bet there are New Yorkers in this crowd.” 


“Newly arrived,” Paul agreed, eyeing the cliff distrustfully as he parked beside the last car. “They haven't had time to find out about California slides.” 


Margo jumped out carrying Miaow. Paul followed, handing her her jacket. 


“I don't need it,” she told him. He folded it over his arm without comment. 


The third green lantern was out on the beach, by a stand of tall sea-grass. The beach was very level. They could at last hear the hiss of tiny breakers—little more than wavelets, from the sound. Miaow mewed anxiously. Margo talked to her softly. 


Just beyond the cars, the cliffs swung sharply to the right and the level beach followed them inland. Paul realized they must be at the mouth of the wash they'd crossed and re-crossed back on the highway. Some distance beyond the wash, the ground began to rise again. Still farther off he could see a red light blinking high up and, much lower down, the glint of a mesh fence. He found these evidences of Vandenberg Two obscurely reassuring. 


They headed oceanward past the sea-grass toward the green spark of the fourth lantern, tiny almost as a planet. The crusted sand sang faintly as they scuffed it. Margo took Paul's arm. 


“Do you realize the eclipse is still going on?” she whispered. He nodded. She said, “Paul, what if the stars around it should squiggle now?” 


Paul said, “I think I can see a white light beyond the fourth green one. And figures. And some sort of low building.” 


They kept on. The low building looked as if it had once been someone's large beach house, or else a small beach club. The windows were boarded up. On this side of it was a rather large floor, unsided and unroofed, about two feet above the sand, that could hardly be anything else but an old dance floor. On it had been set about a hundred folding chairs, of which only the front twenty or so were occupied. The chairs faced the sea and a long table, slightly elevated on what had once been the orchestra's platform. Behind the table sat three persons with a little white light shining on their faces—the only illumination besides the green lantern at the back of the audience. 


One of the three persons had a beard; another was bald and wore glasses; the third was in evening dress with a white tie and wore a green turban. 


Beardy was speaking, but they weren't yet near enough to hear him distinctly. 


Margo clutched Paul's arm. “The one with the turban is a woman,” she whispered loudly. 


A tiny figure got up from the sand near the lantern and approached them. A small white light blinked on, and they saw it was a narrow-faced girl with pale reddish braids. She couldn't have been more than ten. She had some sheets of paper in one hand and she held the forefinger of the other across her lips. The white light was that of a small battery lamp hanging against her chest by a cord around her neck. As she came close she lifted the sheets to them, whispering, “We've got to be quiet. It's started. Take a program.” 


Her eyes lit up when she saw Miaow. “Oh, you've got a cat,” she whispered. “I don't think Ragnarok will mind.” 


After Margo and Paul had each taken a sheet, she led them to a central step going up to the floor and gestured that they should sit down in front. When Margo and Paul, smiling but shaking their heads, sat down in the back row instead, she shrugged and started to go away. 


Margo felt Miaow stiffen. The cat was staring at something lying across two end chairs in the front row. 


Ragnarok was a large German police dog. 


The moment of first crisis passed. Miaow relaxed a little, though continuing to stare unblinkingly with ears laid back. 


The little girl came behind them. “I'm Ann,” she whispered. “The one with the turban is my mother. We're from New York.” 


Then she went back to her vigil beside the green lantern. 


 


GENERAL SPIKE STEVENS and three of his staff sat close-crowded in a dimmed room of the Reserve Headquarters of the U.S. Space Force. They were watching two large television screens set side by side. Each screen showed the same area of darkened moon, an area which took in Plato. The image on the righthand screen was relayed from an unmanned communication-and-observation satellite hanging 23,000 miles above Christmas Island, 20 degrees south of Hawaii, while the one on the lefthand screen came from a similar equatorial satellite over a point in the Atlantic off the coast of Brazil where the “Prince Charles” was atom-steaming south. 


The four viewers crossed their eyes with practiced skill, fusing the images which had originated 30,000 miles apart out in space. The effect was exaggeratedly three-dimensional, with the moon section bumping out solidly. “We can give the new electroamplif a limited O.K.,” the general said. “I'd say that's adequate crater definition now Christmas has got rid of its herringbone. Jimmy, let's have an unmagnified view of the whole moonward space sector.” 


Colonel Mabel Wallingford studied the General covertly, knitting together her long, strong fingers. Someone had once told her that she had a strangler's hands, and she never looked at the General without remembering that. It gave her a bitter satisfaction that Spike should sound as casually confident as might Odin surveying the Nine Worlds from Hlithskjalf tower in Asgard, yet that he knew no more of where they now were than did she: that they were within fifty miles of the White House and at least 200 feet underground. They had all been driven here, and had entered the elevator hooded, and they had not met the staff they had relieved. 


 


ARAB JONES and High Bundy and Pepe Martinez sipped at their fourth stick of tea, passing the potent thin reefer from fingers to fingers and holding the piney smoke long in their lungs. They sat on cushions and a carpet in front of a little tent with strings of wooden beads for a door, pitched on a rooftop in Harlem, not far from Lenox and 125th Street. Their eyes sought each other's with the friendly watchfulness of weed-brothers, then moved together toward the eclipsed moon. 


“Man, I bet she on pot too,” High said. “See that bronzy smoke? Those lunar spacemen gonna get high." 


Pepe said, “We're gonna be way out there ourselves. You planning to eclipse, Arab?” 


Arab said, “The astronomical kick is the most.” 


 


 


 




 


Chapter Five


 


PAUL HAGBOLT and Margo Gelhorn began to listen to what the man with the beard was saying: “A human being's hopes and fears, his deepest agitations, will always color what he sees in the skies—whether it's a plane or a planet or a ship from another world, or only a corpuscle of his own blood. Put it this way: every saucer is also a sign.” 


Beardy's voice was mellow yet youthfully intense. Doc—the big bald man with thick glasses—and the She-Turban listened inscrutably. (It hadn't taken Margo two minutes to nickname all three panelists and several members of the audience.) 


Beardy continued: “The late Dr. Jung has explored this aspect of saucer sightings thoroughly in his book, Ein Moderner Mythus von Dingen die am Himmel gesehen werden." His German was authentically gargled. He immediately translated: "A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Skies." 


“Who is Beardy?” Margo demanded of Paul. He started to study his program, but that was useless in the back-row darkness. 


Beardy went on, “Dr. Jung was particularly interested in saucers with the appearance of a circle divided into four parts. He relates such shapes to what Mahayana Buddhism calls mandalas. A mandala is a symbol of psychic unity—the individual mind embattled against insanity. It is apt to appear at times of great stress and danger, as today, when the individual is torn and shaken by his horror of atomic destruction, his dread of being depersonalized, made into one more soldier-slave or consumer-robot in a totalitarian horde, and his fear of completely losing touch with his own culture as it goes chasing off into ten thousand difficult yet crucial specializations.” 


Paul found himself going through one of his usual guilt spasms. Not five minutes ago he'd been calling these people saucer maniacs, and here was the first one he heard sounding sensible and civilized. 


A little man, sitting at the same end of the first row as the dog Ragnarok, now stood up. 


“Excuse me, Professor,” the Little Man said, “but according to my watch there are only fifteen minutes of full eclipse left. I want to remind everyone to keep up the watch, while paying attention of course to what our interesting speakers have to say. Rama Joan has told us of cosmic beings able to attend to a dozen lines of thought at once. Surely we can manage two! After all, we did hold this meeting because of the unusual opportunity for sightings, especially of the less bold saucers that shun the light. Let's not lose what's left of this precious opportunity to see Bashful Saucers, as Ann calls them.” 


Several heads in the front row dutifully swiveled this way and that, showing profiles with uplifted chins. 


Margo nudged Paul. “Do your duty,” she whispered gruffly, peering about fiercely. 


“Good hunting, everybody,” the Little Man said. “Excuse me, Professor.” He sat down. 


But before Beardy could continue, he was challenged by a man with high shoulders and folded arms who sat tall in his seat—Margo tagged him the Ramrod. 


“Professor, you've given us a lot of fancy double talk,” the Ramrod began, “but it still seems to me to be about saucers that people imagine. I'm not interested in those, even if Mr. Jung was. I'm only interested in real saucers, like the one I talked to and traveled in.” 


Paul felt his spirits lift. Now these people were starting to behave as saucer maniacs should! 


Beardy seemed somewhat flustered by the challenge. He said, “I'm very sorry if I gave that impression. I thought I made it clear that—” 


Doc lifted his bald head and cut short Beardy's defense by laying a hand on his arm, as if to say, “Let me handle this character.” The She-Turban glanced at him with a faint smile and touched the tie of her evening clothes. 


Doc leaned forward and bent his gleaming dome and glittering glasses down toward the Ramrod, as if the latter were some sort of insect. 


“Excuse me, sir,” he said with an edge to his voice, “but I believe you also claim to have visited other planets by flying saucer—planets unrecognized by astronomy.” 


“That's right,” the Ramrod replied, sitting an inch taller. 


“Just where are those other planets?” 


“Oh, they're ... places,” the Ramrod replied, winning a few chuckles by adding: “Real planets don't let themselves be bossed around by a pack of astronomers.” 


Ignoring the chuckles, Doc continued, “Are those planets off at the edge of nowhere—the planets of another star, many light years away?” His voice was gentle now. His thick glasses seemed to beam benignly. 


“No, they're not that,” the Ramrod said. “Why, I visited Arletta just a week ago and the trip only took two days.” 


Doc was not to be diverted. “Are they little tiny planets that are hiding behind the sun or the moon or perhaps Jupiter, in a sort of permanent eclipse, like people hiding behind trees in a forest?” 


“No, they're not that either,” the Ramrod asserted, squaring his shoulders afresh, but nevertheless beginning to sound a shade defensive. “They don't hide behind anybody's skirts—not them. They're just ... out there. And they're big, you can bet—as big as Earth. I've visited six of them.” 


“Humph,” Doc grunted. “Are they by any chance planets that are concealed in hyperspace and that pop out conveniently once in a blue moon—say, when you come visiting?” 


Now it was Doc who was getting the chuckles, though he ignored those, too. 


“You're being negativistic,” the Ramrod said accusingly, “and a darn sight too theoretical. Those other planets are just out there, I tell you.” 


“Well, if they're just out there,” Doc roared softly, “why can't we just see them?” His head was thrown back in triumph, or perhaps it was only that his glasses had slipped down his nose a bit. 


There was quite a pause. Then: “Black-negativistic,” the Ramrod amended loftily. “Be a waste of time to tell you how some planets have invisibility screens to make starlight curve around them. I don't care to talk to you any longer.” 


“Let me make my position clear,” Doc said hotly, addressing the whole audience. “I am willing to consider any idea whatsoever—even that there's an alien planet lurking in our solar system. But I want some hint of a rational explanation, even if it's that the planet exists in hyperspace. I give Charles Fulby—(he waved toward the Ramrod)—a fractional plus score for his screens notion.” 


He subsided, breathing victoriously. The Little Man took this opportunity to pop up from beside the big dog Ragnarok at the end of the front row and say: “Only ten minutes left. I know this argument is interesting, but keep watching, please. Remember, we're first and foremost saucer students. Flying planets are exciting, but just one little saucer, witnessed by a whole symposium, would be a real triumph for us. Thank you.” 


 


ASA HOLCOMB had been blinking his flashlight toward town from the mesa top near the Superstition Mountains. After all, he was supposed to try to save his own life. But now, growing tired of that duty, he looked up again at the stars, diamond-bright during the full eclipse, and he named them without effort, and then lost himself once more in the earth-shadowed moon, standing there in the foreground like some great Hopi emblem hammered out of age-blackened silver. There was always something new to be seen in the unchanging night sky. He could easily lie here and watch all night without a moment of boredom. But the weakness and the strangeness were growing greater, and the rock beneath him had become very cold. 


 


PEPE MARTINEZ and High Bundy rose from their cushions and drifted like leaves toward the grimed brick wall of the roof in Harlem. Pepe said, waving toward the moon: “One more puff and then—poof! I'll be there, just like John Carter.” 


High said: “Don't forget your spacesuit.” 


Pepe said: “I'll take a big lungful of pot and live on that.” He waved toward the stars. “What's all that black billboard of jewelry advertising say, High?” 


High said: “Billboard! That's motorsickles, man, every one of them with a diamond headlight, going every way there is.” 


Arab, still on his cushion before the tent, and now trickling down his gullet a few drops of muscatel from a thin liqueur glass, called: “What of the night, oh my sons?” 


Pepe called back: “Beautiful as a silken serpent, oh my Daddy-o?” 


 


THE MOON continued to swing through Earth's cold silent shadow at her sedate pace of forty miles a minute, as irrevocably as the blood leaking into Asa Holcomb's chest, or the spermatozoa lashing their tails in Jake Lesher's loins, or the hormones streaming from Don Guillermo's adrenal glands, or the atoms splitting to heat the boilers of the “Prince Charles,” or the wavicles carrying their coded pictures to Spike Stevens’ cave, or Wolf Loner's unconscious mind opening and shutting its windows in the rhythm he called sanity. Luna had been doing it a billion years ago; she would be doing it a billion years hence. Some day, astronomers said, obscure tidal forces would draw her so close to earth that racking internal tides would shatter her, turning her into something like the rings of Saturn. But that, astronomers said, was still a hundred billion years away. 


 


 


 




 


Chapter Six


 


PAUL HAGBOLT nervously nudged Margo Gelhorn, warning her to stop giggling as a woman in the second row called to Doc: “What's that hyperspace you were saying planets could come out of?” 


“Yes, why not give us a run-down?” Beardy suggested like a veteran panelist, turning to Doc. 


“It's a notion that's turned up in theoretical physics and any number of science-fiction stories.” Doc launched out, adjusting his glasses and then running his hands back across his bald head. 


“As you all know, the speed of light is generally accepted as the fastest possible. One hundred and eighty-six thousand miles a second sounds like a lot, but it's snail slow when it comes to the vast distances between the stars and within the galaxies—a dismal prospect for space travelers. 


“However,” Doc continued, “it's theoretically possible that space-time may be so warped or crumpled that distant parts of our cosmos touch in a higher dimension—in hyperspace, which is where the word comes in. Or even that every part touches every other part. If that is the case, then faster-than-light travel would be theoretically possible by somehow blasting out of our universe into hyperspace and then back in again at the desired point. Of course, hyperspace travel has been suggested only for spaceships, but I don't know why a properly equipped planet couldn't manage it, too—theoretically. Professional scientists like Bernal and philosophers such as Stapledon have theorized about traveling planets, not to mention authors like Smart and Smith.” 


“Theory!” the Ramrod snorted, adding sotto voce: “Hot air!” 


“How about that?” Beardy asked Doc, bringing the question onto the platform with a fine impartiality. “Is there any concrete evidence for the existence of hyperspace or hyperspace travel?” 


From beyond Doc, the She-Turban glanced toward him and Beardy curiously. 


“Not one shred,” Doc said, with a grin. “I've tried to goose my astronomer friends into hunting for clues, but they don't take me very seriously.” 


“You interest me,” Beardy said. “Just what form might such clues take?” 


“I've thought about that,” Doc admitted with relish. “One idea I've come up with is that the thrust necessary to get a ship into and out of hyperspace might involve the creation of momentary artificial gravitational fields—fields so intense that they would visibly distort the starlight passing through that volume of space. So I've suggested to my astronomer friends that they watch for the stars to waver on clear nights of good seeing—and especially from satellite ‘scopes—and that they hunt through short-exposure star photographs for evidence of the same thing happening—stars blanking-out briefly or moving twistedly.” 


The thin woman in the second row said: “I saw a story in the papers about a man seeing the stars twirl. Would that be evidence?” 


Doc chuckled. “I'm afraid not. Wasn't he drunk? We mustn't take these silly-season items too seriously.” 


Paul simultaneously felt a shiver hug his chest and Margo clutch his arm. 


“Paul,” she whispered urgently. “Isn't Doc describing exactly what you saw in those four photographs?” 


“It sounds similar,” he temporized, trying to straighten it out in his own mind. “Very similar.” Then, wonderingly: “He used the word ‘twist.'” 


“Well, how about it?” Margo demanded. “Has Doc got something or hasn't he?” 


“Opperly said—” Paul began ... and realized that Doc was speaking to him. 


“Excuse me, you two in the back row—sorry, I don't know your names—do you have a contribution to make?” 


“Why, no. No, sir,” Paul called rapidly. “We were simply very much impressed by your presentation.” 


Doc waved his hand once in a good-natured acknowledgment. 


“Liar,” Margo breathed at Paul with a smile. “I've half a mind to tell him all about it.” 


Paul hadn't the heart to say no, which was probably a good thing. He was having another guilt attack, unlocalized but acute. Certainly, he told himself, he couldn't spill inside Project information—to saucerites, to boot. Still, there was something wrong with a setup in which someone like Doc couldn't know about those photographs. 


But then he started thinking about the point at issue, and the shiver returned. Damn it, there was something devilish about the way Doc's guesswork fitted with those photographs. He looked up uneasily at the dark moon. Margo's words resounded thinly in his memory: “What if the stars around it should squiggle now?” 


 


THE MOON-DUST cannisters hanging on their thin metal stalks above the dimly glittering film of carbon dioxide snow looked like the weirdly mechanistic fruits of an ice garden. Moving in his helmet's headlight beam, Don Merriam stepped toward the nearest one as gently as he could, so as to kick up a minimum of contaminating dust. In spite of his caution, some dry-ice crystals arched up in the path of his metal boots and fell back abruptly, as is the way of dust and “snow” on the airless moon. He touched the trigger on the cannister which sealed it hermetically and then he plucked it from its stalk and dropped it in his pouch. 


“Highest-paid fruit picker this side of Mars,” he told himself judicially. “And even at that I'm finishing this job too fast to suit Union Czar Gompert, the Slow-Down King.” 


He looked back up at the black earth inside the bronze ring. “Ninety-nine and nine-tenths per cent of them,” he told himself, “would agree I'm featherbedding. They think all space exploration is the biggest featherbed since the Pyramids. Or the railroads, anyhow. Air-clams! Troposphere-barnacles!” He grinned. “They've heard about space but they still don't believe in it. They haven't been out here to see for themselves that there isn't any giant elephant under the earth, holding it up, and a giant tortoise holding up the elephant, If I say ‘planet’ and ‘spaceship’ to them, they still think ‘horoscope’ and ‘flying saucer.'” 


As he turned toward the next cannister-bearing reed, his boot scuffed the crystal film, and a faint creaky whir traveled up the leg of his suit. It was an echo, from across the years, of his galoshes singing against the crusty Minnesota snow on a zero day. 


 


BARBARA KATZ said, “Hey, check me, Mr. Kettering—I see a white light flashing near Copernicus.” 


Knolls Kettering III, creaking a bit at the joints, took her place at the eyepiece. “You're right, Miss Katz,” he said. “The Soviets must be testing signal flares, I imagine.” 


“Thanks,” she said. “I never trust myself on moon-stuff—I keep seeing the lights of Luna City and Leyport and all the other science-fiction places.” 


“Confidentially, Miss Katz, so do I! Now there's a red flare.” 


“Oh, could I see it?—But I hate making you get up and down. I could sit on your lap, if you wouldn't mind—and if the stool would stand it.” 


Knolls Kettering III chuckled regretfully. “I wouldn't mind, and the stool might stand it, hut I'm afraid the bone-plastic splice in my hip mightn't.” 


“Oh, gee, I'm sorry.” 


“Forget it, Miss Katz—we're fellow lensmen. And don't feel sorry for me.” 


“I won't,” she assured him. “Why, I think it's romantic being patched up that way, just like the old soldiers that run the space academies in the Heinlein and E. E. Smith stories.” 


 


DON GUILLERMO WALKER finally had to admit to himself that the black glisten ahead was water—and the little lake, rather than the big one, for there at last were the lights of Managua twinkling no more than ten miles away. A new worry struck him: that he had cut his timing too fine. What if the moon came out of eclipse right now, pinpointing him for el presidente's jets and AA guns, like a premature spotlight catching a stagehand in overalls making a dark-stage scenery change? He wished he were back doing second-rate summer stock near Chicago, or haranguing a “guns-south” Birch splinter group; or ten years old and putting on a back-yard circus in Milwaukee, defying death by sliding down a slanting rusty wire from a height of nineteen feet. 


That second memory gave him courage. Dead for a back-yard circus ... dead for a greaser city bombed! He revved the motor to its top speed, and the prop behind him drummed the lukewarm air a shade less feebly. “Guil-ler-mo ge-ron-imo!” Don Guillermo yelled. “La Loma, here I come!” 
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