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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.







WILL


I started reading science fiction magazines in the early 1930’s when I was ten or twelve. At that age and state of maturity my tastes were pure space opera and weird life forms, with the result that my heroes were people like Jack Williamson and John Campbell and Neil R. Jones. Don’t get me wrong—I never fell out of love with stories of this type, but I was a little slow catching on to what writing was all about.


There was no real excuse, not even at my age, for this. One of the earliest magazines I owned, as opposed to merely reading, was the February, 1932, issue of Amazing Stories, though I didn’t get hold of it until sometime in 1934 or 35. Its cover story was indeed one of Neil Jones’ Professor Jameson tales which first made a magazine reader out of me, but inside, there was among others a story called “The Racketeer Ray,” by Murray Leinster.


It was not space opera. It was, admittedly, a “What if…” yarn, but the key invention was not, this time, a space ship or atomic generator, or even a death ray.


Other authors would have called, and did call, it a tractor ray and simply used it to pull. Murray suggested a more or less plausible way for it to work, as an extension of a solenoid; it attracted only ferromagnetic materials. The inventor, who had the conventional lovely daughter with conventional brave boyfriend, got into trouble with the police for selling condemned firearms which he had retrieved from the river with the device, and the criminal element got the word. The logical fact that any steel object on which the device was used became strongly magnetized, with the result that cars and watches stopped running, and the resultant attempts to blackmail the municipality, were to me fascinating and instructive (one of the police responses was to load small iron containers with butyl mercaptan. This was when I learned the composition of skunk juice. I also learned how demagnetizers worked).


I don’t propose to summarize all of Murray Leinster/Will Jenkins’ work here; I have already made my main point. Murray was an idea writer at a time when an idea alone was likely to sell a story, but he liked to, and could, carry the idea to a reasonable and, if the reader were sufficiently on his or her toes, predictable conclusion. He was, in effect, writing science fiction mystery stories long before John Campbell said this was impossible.


I can’t guess how much of this can be attributed to his age. He was born in 1896, a decade before Jack Williamson and Sprague de Camp, and even longer before John Campbell, and started writing (not only science fiction, eventually) about 1919. He was not the first to come up with all the standard s-f themes, but he was frequently the first to make real stories out of them.


“Sidewise in Time” (1934) was an early alternate-universe, or alternate time track, tale. Later he did it again with “The Incredible Invasion,” a six-part serial (just universes this time) in Astounding Stories. I remember the latter more for the writing than the basis; I still giggle at the thought of one character’s line—“Blast it, have I been dead again?” (The expletive I may not have remembered correctly; but this was the 1940s, and it couldn’t have been more than mild.)


He kept up with the new idea sources. Murder of the U.S.A. was not just one of the nuclear holocaust tales which filled editorial slush piles in the years immediately following the Hitlerian War. The book, or at least the copy I saw, first appeared under the by-line of Will Jenkins (or Will F. Jenkins), his real name. Again, it was a reasonable what-if, detailing background in a world where nuclear weapons existed. His proposed solution to the threat would be generally unacceptable today, though even now it might conceivably happen. There existed an international treaty, the Brienne Agreement, whose signatories obligated themselves to saturate with their own nuclear weapons any country which started a nuclear war. Most of the book was a detective story again; the aggressors had launched their missiles from Antarctica, and the problem was to find who they were. The story ended with missiles shrieking up the launching tubes of the Atomic Service base where most of the action took place, and of all the others in the world, but this was only after various technical devices had been developed (at the base) to detect, back-track, and sabotage warheads in orbit (no, not Star Wars). The development times were a bit unrealistic, even allowing for the fact that there was no political fussing or scientific breakthroughs involved, and Will seemed to give no consideration to the pollution results of his ending, but it was still an entrancing yarn.


Murray’s writing was not confined to a single background. “The Power” consisted mostly of a medieval manuscript describing the writer’s interviews with a marooned alien who was trying to teach him the elements of electricity, while “Critical Difference,” though it did involve space travel, solved its mystery with quite straightforward electrical and radiation laws.


I am not the only one to regard as his best work “First Contact,” which appeared in Astounding Stories in 1945. There are at least two reasons for this.


First, Murray recognized as a real problem the implications of our meeting in deep space other species at a similar technical level. Idealism aside (the story was criticized in Russia because “obviously” any such species would be Communist and therefore completely trustworthy), the aims, intention, and moral background of the other species—and I mean this from the points of view of both meeting crews—would be completely unknown, and letting the other guys learn where your own planetary system was involved potentially an unacceptable risk. (Another story, not by Murray, in the same general period dealt with a psychologically similar problem: was an unrecognizable object under the waters of San Francisco Bay a planted nuclear mine?) This was the problem if one regards the yarn as a detective story.


There may conceivably, somewhere, be someone who hasn’t read “First Contact,” so I won’t give the solution right out. A hint, however, can be found in the Mid-eastern story of a man with two sons whose will left all his possessions to the son whose horse entered Mecca last. (I can’t help wondering what the original story teller, or Murray, might have done by giving the old fellow three sons. The multiple-plot detective story might have become standard literation a millennium or two earlier.)


The other groundbreaking effect, on me at least, of “First Contact” was to solve a major science-fiction problem. Just where do all these roughly human-tech aliens come from? In the early magazines, other planets in our own system were often simply stages for story-telling; the hero could rescue the heroine on Saturn or Ceres wearing shirtsleeves. Multi-planet governments were common. When we moved to the stars for scenarios, there was a tendency to find our aliens on at least one planet in every system the hero visited. By all reasonable estimates, however, only a very tiny percentage of planets, even granting that most stars have planets, will have races willing and able to capture heroines even if they want them only for food. With technical civilizations a hundred, or several thousand, parsecs apart, even with faster-than-light travel it’s going to be hard to run either an interstellar union or a Hanseatic (or Polesotechnic; sorry, Poul) League.


But Murray’s two explorers had a very good reason to meet. They were both scientific expeditions studying the Crab Nebula.


This, I submit, is the ideal way to bring technically advanced cultures together, given faster-than-light travel. I have used it myself, always giving Murray credit. I call celestial objects which are both peculiar in makeup and visible from a great distance “Leinster Sites” or “Leinster Objects.” The farthest I’ve carried the matter so far is to use Eta Carinae, which is certainly luminous enough for the purpose, as the site. I housed a seven-hundred-species interstellar university on the planets of a nearby binary sun.


But I give full credit for, and feel all gratitude to, Murray Leinster for the basic idea.


He was not (pardon the phrase, colleagues) “only” a writer. As a man with a large fund of knowledge which in turn disciplined a powerful imagination, he was also an inventor. Most people who know of him at all have heard that he made some important contributions in the motion picture industry, notably the development of a rear-projection system which avoided the nuisance of having a special-effects background projection show up on the bodies of the actors.


Another bit of work—quite a bit, I understand—was for the Navy, though I am less familiar with the details. At least some of it apparently had to do with submarines. Several decades ago, when Murray was Guest of Honor at a World Science Fiction Convention (please don’t ask me which one; I’ve attended about thirty-five of them in the last four decades, and have not kept all their program books. If the editors of this publication want to look it up, they have my blessing [it was Discon I in 1963.—Ed.]), his GoH speech mentioned some of the Navy work. He described one of his meetings with a group of officers in which he reported doing some of his development work while in the bathtub.


Now Murray could also have been a teacher if he had wanted; maybe he was, though I haven’t heard about it. He had a very good grasp of what makes a presentation memorable. He told the science-fiction audience that when he reported to the group of Naval officers about the bathtub, the first question he got back was, “What did you use for a periscope?”


Some of the other Murray Leinster stories I have particularly enjoyed include:


“A Logic Named Joe”: a blend of the Frankenstein-complex era and the just beginning computer age. This was one of the first stories ever written about the Internet.


“Trog”: a paralysis-ray tale far beyond Buck Rogers.


“Keyhole”: where Murray got far more out of the chimp than the psychologist (yes, he could do viewpoint stories, too).


“The Lonely Planet”: It really was, and felt it.


“The Strange Case of John Kingman”: Alien? Immortal? Actually, both. And nuts. How do you get information out of him? He must have some … And there’s no way of proving he’s immortal; how long do you wait?


That’s Murray Leinster, whenever it isn’t William Fitzgerald Jenkins. But it’s nowhere near all of them. Perhaps unlike John Kingman, he wasn’t immortal; we lost him in 1976, but he left his trail, not just his mark. Very few of us who write science fiction would deny having been influenced by him; or if they did, they probably have the grace to be ashamed.


Hal Clement


Milton, MA, Feb 98




EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION
AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Murray Leinster was born William Fitzgerald Jenkins near Norfolk, Virginia, on June 16, 1896. He made his living almost exclusively from freelance writing. Characteristically he referred to his two stints of service to his country (in World War One as a soldier, in World War Two as a researcher for the War Department) as the only times he ever collected a paycheck. Beginning in his teens, he wrote romances, mystery stories, and cautionary tales of the perils that could await a young woman who, in all innocence, failed to insure that she was properly chaperoned at all times.


One day in 1919, he looked up from his writing and saw the clock on the building across the street turning backwards (it was of course being reset). It was all the inspiration Leinster’s keen mind needed. And the resulting story about a time-traveling building, “The Runaway Skyscraper” (Argosy, Feb. 1919), began a career in science fiction that lasted over fifty years. Leinster may be the only S.F. author who wrote prior to 1920 who would later win a Hugo (for “Exploration Team,” March 1956).


Time travel was a recurring theme for Leinster. He visited the subject in “Sam, This Is You,” “The Fourth-Dimensional Demonstrator,” and in “Sidewise in Time,” a work in which his love for his native Virginia clearly shows. But I found that solitude was Leinster’s most common theme. His heroes are isolated, marooned, scorned, and hunted. But they never compromise or surrender. They take the universe on its own terms and win or lose, remain true to themselves.


Murray Leinster utilized dialects and slang current to his time, and he wasn’t above creating a neologism or two. He had definite ideas about when and when not to use hyphens and em-dashes. We have by and large kept his stories as they were originally written.


For those of you who are about to reacquaint yourself with an old friend, enjoy. And for those of you who are about to have your first contact with this master of science fiction, I envy you your discovery.


I was privileged to have a number of people without whose aid and support I would not have been able to produce this book. First of all, I would like to thank my wife, Beth Maclellan, who besides giving me the encouragement I needed to tackle this project also helped proof and edit the volume. I also thank Tony Lewis, who suggested I edit this book in the first place. And Rick Katze, who gave me a nudge at the right moment and negotiated the contract.


Jim Mann, Richard Henry Goudge, Michael Colpitts, and Ken Johnson provided invaluable suggestions regarding the contents of this volume. Librarian Carolyn Davis and her excellent staff at the Special Collections section of the Bird Library at Syracuse University of New York were indispensable in tracking down the manuscript for “The Great Catastrophe.” I must give a special thank-you to Joe Ross, who typed in that story, working from a photocopy of an old manuscript. Claire Anderson proved invaluable in finding old magazines for me. Mary Bliss, my high school Latin teacher, was kind enough to correct the French in the manuscript of “To All Fat Policemen.”


Many people toiled to raise me to the point of computer literacy needed for this project; they almost succeeded. These included Ted Atwood, Sharon Sbarsky, Deb Geisler, Mark Hertel, and Paul Giguere. Lisa Hertel tutor me patiently from OmniPage through Word and finally to PageMaker. Mark Olson and Tim Szczesuil were especially helpful in giving guidance on what I was doing wrong at various stages of the work.


I’d like to thank the following people who did preliminary proofing for this book, many of whom did this work for the first time. These include Bonnie Atwood, Kelly Persons, Beth Maclellan, Leslie Turek, Susan Khan, Michael Devney, Bob Devney, and of course George Flynn, who did the final proofing and also provided sound advice throughout the project.


I’m certain the above is only a partial list. I am indebted to you all.


Joe Rico


Dorchester, Mass., 1998




A LOGIC NAMED JOE


It was on the third day of August that Joe come off the assembly-line, and on the fifth Laurine come into town, an’ that afternoon I save civilization. That’s what I figure, anyhow. Laurine is a blonde that I was crazy about once—and crazy is the word—and Joe is a Logic that I have stored away down in the cellar right now. I had to pay for him because I said I busted him, and sometimes I think about turning him on and sometimes I think about taking an axe to him. Sooner or later I’m gonna do one or the other. I kinda hope it’s the axe. I could use a couple million dollars—sure!—an’ Joe’d tell me how to get or make ‘em. He can do plenty! But so far I been scared to take a chance. After all, I figure I really saved civilization by turnin’ him off.


The way Laurine fits in is that she makes cold shivers run up an’ down my spine when I think about her. You see, I’ve got a wife which I acquired after I had parted from Laurine with much romantic despair. She is a reasonable good wife, and I have some kids which are hellcats but I value ‘em. If I have sense enough to leave well enough alone, sooner or later I will retire on a pension an’ Social Security an’ spend the rest of my life fishin’ contented an’ lyin’ about what a great guy I used to be. But there’s Joe. I’m worried about Joe.


I’m a maintenance man for the Logics Company. My job is servicing Logics, and I admit modestly that I am pretty good. I was servicing televisions before that guy Carson invented his trick circuit that will select any of ’steenteen million other circuits—in theory there ain’t no limit—and before the Logics Company hooked it into the Tank-and-Integrator set-up they were usin’ ’em as business-machine service. They added a vision-screen for speed—an’ they found out they’d made Logics. They were surprised an’ pleased. They’re still findin’ out what Logics will do, but everybody’s got ‘em.


I got Joe, after Laurine nearly got me. You know the Logics set-up. You got a Logic in your house. It looks like a vision-receiver used to, only it’s got keys instead of dials and you punch the keys for what you wanna get. It’s hooked in to the Tank, which has the Carson Circuit all fixed up with relays. Say you punch “Station SNAFU” on your Logic. Relays in the Tank take over an’ whatever vision-program SNAFU is telecastin’ comes on your Logic’s screen. Or you punch “Sally Hancock’s Phone” an’ the screen blinks an’ sputters an’ you’re hooked up with the Logic in her house an’ if somebody answers you got a vision-phone connection. But besides that, if you punch for the weather forecast or who won today’s race at Hialeah or who was mistress of the White House durin’ Garfield’s administration or what is PDQ and R sellin’ for today, that comes on the screen too. The relays in the Tank do it. The Tank is a big buildin’ full of all the facts in creation an’ all the recorded telecasts that ever was made—an’ it’s hooked in with all the other Tanks all over the country—an’ everything you wanna know or see or hear, you punch for it an’ you get it. Very convenient. Also it does math for you, an’ keeps books, an’ acts as consultin’ chemist, physicist, astronomer an’ tea-leaf reader, with a “Advice to the Lovelorn” thrown in. The only thing it won’t do is tell you exactly what your wife meant when she said, “Oh, you think so, do you?” in that peculiar kinda voice. Logics don’t work good on women. Only on things that make sense.


Logics are all right, though. They changed civilization, the highbrows tell us. All on accounta the Carson Circuit. And Joe shoulda been a perfectly normal Logic, keeping some family or other from wearin’ out its brains doin’ the kids’ homework for ‘em. But something went wrong in the assembly-line. It was somethin’ so small that precision-gauges didn’t measure it, but it made Joe a individual. Maybe he didn’t know it at first. Or maybe, bein’ logical, he figured out that if he was to show he was different from other Logics they’d scrap him. Which woulda been a brilliant idea. But anyhow, he come off the assembly-line, an’ he went through the regular tests without anybody screamin’ shrilly on findin’ out what he was. And he went right on out an’ was duly installed in the home of Mr. Thaddeus Korlanovitch at 119 East Seventh Street, second floor front. So far, everything was serene.


The installation happened late Saturday night. Sunday mornin’ the Korlanovitch kids turned him on an’ seen the Kiddie Shows. Around noon their parents peeled ‘em away from him an’ piled ‘em in the car. Then they come back into the house for the lunch they’d forgot an’ one of the kids sneaked back an’ they found him punchin’ keys for the Kiddie Shows of the week before. They dragged him out an’ went off. But they left Joe turned on.


That was noon. Nothin’ happened until two in the afternoon. It was the calm before the storm. Laurine wasn’t in town yet, but she was comin’. I picture Joe sittin’ there all by himself, buzzing meditative. Maybe he run Kiddie Shows in the empty apartment for a while. But I think he went kinda remote-control exploring in the Tank. There ain’t any fact that can be said to be a fact that ain’t on a data-plate in some Tank somewhere—unless it’s one the technicians are diggin’ out an’ puttin’ on a data-plate now. Joe had plenty of material to work on. An’ he musta started workin’ right off the bat.


Joe ain’t vicious, you understand. He ain’t like one of these ambitious robots you read about that make up their minds the human race is inefficient and has got to be wiped out an’ replaced by thinkin’ machines. Joe’s just got ambition. If you were a machine, you’d wanna work right, wouldn’t you? That’s Joe. He wants to work right. An’ he’s a Logic. An’ Logics can do a lotta things that ain’t been found out yet. So Joe, discoverin’ the fact, begun to feel restless. He selects some things us dumb humans ain’t thought of yet, an’ begins to arrange so Logics will be called on to do ’em.


That’s all. That’s everything. But, brother, it’s enough!


Things are kinda quiet in the Maintenance Department about two in the afternoon. We are playing pinochle. Then one of the guys remembers he has to call up his wife. He goes to one of the bank of Logics in Maintenance and punches the keys for his house. The screen sputters. Then a flash comes on the screen.


“Announcing new and improved Logics service! Your Logic is now equipped to give you not only consultive but directive service. If you want to do something and don’t know how to do it—Ask your Logic!”


There’s a pause. A kinda expectant pause. Then, as if reluctantly, his connection comes through. His wife answers an’ gives him hell for somethin’ or other. He takes it an’ snaps off.


“Whadda you know?” he says when he comes back. He tells us about the flash. “We shoulda been warned about that. There’s gonna be a lotta complaints. Suppose a fella asks how to get ridda his wife an’ the censor circuits block the question?”


Somebody melds a hundred aces an’ says:


“Whyn’t punch for it an’ see what happens?”


It’s a gag, o’course. But the guy goes over. He punches keys. In theory, a censor block is gonna come on an’ the screen will say severely, “Public Policy Forbids This Service.” You hafta have censor blocks or the kiddies will be askin’ detailed questions about things they’re too young to know. And there are other reasons. As you will see.


This fella punches, “How can I get rid of my wife?” Just for the hell of it. The screen is blank for a half a second. Then comes a flash. “Service question; is she blonde or brunette?” He hollers to us an’ we come look. He punches, “Blonde.” There’s another brief pause. Then the screen says, “Hexymetacryloaminoacetine is a constituent of green shoe-polish. Take home a frozen meal including dried-pea soup. Color the soup with green shoe-polish. It will appear to be green-pea soup. Hexymetacryloaminoacetine is a selective poison which is fatal to blonde females but not to brunettes or males of any coloring. This fact has not been brought out by human experiment but is a product of Logics service. You cannot be convicted of murder. It is improbable that you will be suspected.”


The screen goes blank, and we stare at each other. It’s bound to be right. A Logic workin’ the Carson Circuit can no more make a mistake than any other kinda computin’ machine. I call the Tank in a hurry.


“Hey, you guys!” I yell. “Somethin’s happened! Logics are givin’ detailed instructions for wife-murder! Check your censor-circuits—but quick!”


That was close, I think. But little do I know. At that precise instant, over on Monroe Avenue, a drunk starts mournful to punch for somethin’ on a Logic. The screen says, “Announcing new and improved Logics service!… If you want to do something and don’t know how to do it—Ask your Logic!” And the drunk says owlish, “I’ll do it!” So he cancels his first punching and fumbles around and says, “How can I keep my wife from finding out I’ve been drinking?” And the screen says, prompt, “Buy a bottle of Franine hair shampoo. It is harmless but contains a detergent which will neutralize ethyl alcohol immediately. Take one teaspoonful for each jigger of hundred-proof you have consumed.”


This guy was plenty plastered—just plastered enough to stagger next-door and obey instructions. An’ five minutes later he was cold sober and writing down the information so he couldn’t forget it. It was new, and it was big! He got rich offa that memo. He patented “SOBUH, The Drink that Makes Happy Homes!” You can top off any souse with a slug or two of it an’ go home sober as a judge. The guy’s cussin’ income-taxes right now!


You can’t kick on stuff like that. But an ambitious young fourteen-year-old wanted to buy some kid stuff and his pop wouldn’t fork over. He called up a friend to tell his troubles. And his Logic says, “If you want to do something and don’t know how to do it—Ask your Logic!” So this kid punches, “How can I make a lotta money, fast?”


His Logic comes through with the simplest, neatest, and most efficient counterfeitin’ device yet known to science. You see, all the data was in the Tank. The Logic—since Joe had closed some relays here an’ there in the Tank—simply integrated the facts. That’s all. The kid got caught up with three days later, havin’ already spent two thousand credits an’ havin’ plenty more on hand. They hadda heluva time tellin’ his counterfeits from the real stuff, an’ the only way they done it was that he changed his printer, kid fashion, not bein’ able to let somethin’ that was workin’ right alone.


Those are what you might call samples. Nobody knows all that Joe done. But there was the bank-president who got humorous when his Logic flashed that “Ask your Logic” spiel on him, and jestingly asked how to rob his own bank. An’ the Logic told him, brief and explicit but good! The bank-president hit the ceiling, hollering for cops. There musta been plenty of that sorta thing. There was fifty-four more robberies than usual in the next twenty-four hours, all of them planned astute an’ perfect. Some of ’em they never did figure out how they’d been done. Joe, he’d gone exploring in the Tank and closed some relays like a Logic is supposed to do—but only when required—and blocked all censor-circuits an’ fixed up this Logics Service which planned perfect crimes, nourishing an’ attractive meals, counterfeitin’ machines, an’ new industries with a fine impartiality. He musta been plenty happy, Joe must. He was functionin’ swell, buzzin’ along to himself while the Korlanovitch kids were off ridin’ with their ma an’ pa.


They come back at seven o’clock, the kids all happily wore out with their afternoon of fightin’ each other in the car. Their folks put ‘em to bed an’ sat down to rest. They saw Joe’s screen flickerin’ meditative from one subject to another an’ old man Korlanovitch had had enough excitement for one day. He turned Joe off.


An’ at that instant the pattern of relays that Joe had turned on snapped off, all the offers of directive service stopped flashin’ on Logic screens everywhere, an’ peace descended on the earth.


For everybody else. But for me—Laurine come to town. I have often thanked Gawd fervent that she didn’t marry me when I thought I wanted her to. In the intervenin’ years she had progressed. She was blonde an’ fatal to begin with. She had got blonder and fataler an’ had had four husbands and one acquittal for homicide an’ had acquired a air of enthusiasm and self-confidence. That’s just a sketch of the background. Laurine was not the kinda former girl-friend you like to have turning up in the same town with your wife. But she come to town, an’ on Monday morning she tuned right into the middle of Joe’s second spasm of activity.


The Korlanovitch kids had turned him on again—I got these details later and kinda pieced ’em together—an’ every Logic in town was dutifully flashin’, If you want to do something and don’t know how to do it—Ask your Logic!” every time they was turned on for use. More’n that, when people punched for the morning news, they got a full account of the previous afternoon’s doin’s. Which put ’em in a frame of mind to share in the party. One bright fella demands, “How can I make a perpetual motion machine?” And his Logic sputters a while an’ then comes up with a set-up usin’ the Brownian movement to turn little wheels. If the wheels ain’t bigger’n a eighth of an inch, they’ll turn, all right, an’ practically it’s perpetual motion. Another one asks for the secret of transmuting metals. The Logic rakes back in the data-plates an’ integrates a strictly practical answer. It does take so much power that you can’t make no profit except on radium, but that pays off good. An’ from the fact that for a coupla years to come the police were turnin’ up new and improved jimmies, knob-claws for getting’ at safe-innards, and all-purpose keys that’d open any known lock—why there must have been other inquirers with a strictly practical viewpoint. Joe done a lot for technical progress!


But he done more in other lines. Educational, say. None of my kids are old enough to be interested, but Joe by-passed all censor-circuits because they hampered the service he figured Logics should ought to give humanity. So the kids an’ teen-agers who wanted to know what comes after the bees an’ flowers found out. And there is certain facts which men hope their wives won’t do more’n suspect, an’ these facts are just what their wives are really curious about. So when a woman dials: “How can I tell if Oswald is true to me?” and her Logic tells her—you can figure out how many rows got started that night when the men came home!


All this while Joe goes on buzzin’ happy to himself, showin’ the Korlanovitch kids the animated funnies with one circuit while with the others he remote-controls the tank so that all the other Logics can give people what they ask for and thereby raise merry hell.


An’ then Laurine gets onto the new service. She turns on the Logic in her hotel room, prob’ly to see the week’s style-forecast. But the Logic says, dutiful: “If you want to do something and don’t know how to do it—Ask your logic!” So Laurine prob’ly looks enthusiastic—she would!—and tries to figure out something to ask. She already knows all about everything she cares about—ain’t she had four husbands and shot one?—so I occur to her. She knows this is the town I live in. So she punches, “How can I find Ducky?”


O.K., guy! But that is what she used to call me. She gets a service question, “Is Ducky known by any other name?” So she gives my regular name. And the Logic can’t find me. Because my Logic ain’t listed under my name on account of I’m in Maintenance and don’t want to be pestered when I’m home, and there ain’t any data-plates on code-listed Logics, because the codes get changed so often—like a guy gets plastered an’ tells a redhead to call him up, an’ on gettin’ sober hurriedly has the code changed before she reaches his wife on the screen.


Well! Joe is stumped. That’s probably the first question Logics Service hasn’t been able to answer. “How can I locate Ducky?” Quite a problem! So Joe broods over it while showin’ the Korlanovitch kids the animated comic about the cute little boy who carries sticks of dynamite in his hip pocket an’ plays practical jokes on everybody. Then he gets the trick. Laurine’s screen suddenly flashes: “Logics special service will work upon your question. Please punch your Logic designation and leave it turned on. You will be called back.”


Laurine is merely mildly interested, but she punches her hotel-room number and has a drink and takes a nap. Joe sets to work. He has been given an idea.


My wife calls me at Maintenance and hollers. She is fit to be tied. She says I got to do something. She was gonna make a call to the butcher shop. Instead of the butcher or even the “If you want to do something” flash, she got a new one. The screen says, “Service question: What is your name?” She is kinda puzzled, but she punches it. The screen sputters an’ then says: “Secretarial Service Demonstration! You—” It reels off her name, address, age, sex, coloring, the amounts of all her charge accounts in all the stores, my name as her husband, how much I get a week, the fact that I’ve been pinched three times—twice was traffic stuff, and once for a argument I got in with a guy—and the interestin’ item that once when she was mad with me she left me for three weeks an’ had her address changed to her folks’ home. Then it says, brisk: “Logics Service will hereafter keep your personal accounts, take messages, and locate persons you may wish to get in touch with. This demonstration is to introduce the service.” Then it connects her with the butcher. But she don’t want meat, then. She wants blood. She calls me.


“If it’ll tell me all about myself,” she says, fairly boilin’, “it’ll tell anybody else who punches my name! You’ve got to stop it!”


“Now, now, honey!” I says. “I didn’t know about all this! It’s new! But they musta fixed the tank so it won’t give out information except to the Logic where a person lives!”


“Nothing of the kind!” she tells me, furious. “I tried! And you know that Blossom woman who lives next door! She’s been married three times and she’s forty-two years old and she says she’s only thirty! And Mrs. Hudson’s had her husband arrested four times for non-support and once for beating her up. And—”


“Hey!” I says. “You mean the Logic told you all this?”


“Yes!” she wails. “It will tell anybody anything! You’ve got to stop it! How long will it take?”


“I’ll call up the tank,” I says. “It can’t take long.”


“Hurry!” she says, desperate, “before somebody punches my name! I’m going to see what it says about that hussy across the street.”


She snaps off to gather what she can before it’s stopped. So I punch for the tank and I get this new “What is your name?” flash. I got a morbid curiosity and I punch my name, and the screen says: “Were you ever called Ducky?” I blink. I ain’t got no suspicions. I say, “Sure!” And the screen says, “There is a call for you.”


Bingo! There’s the inside of a hotel room and Laurine is reclinin’ asleep on the bed. She’d been told to leave her Logic turned on an’ she’d done it. It is a hot day and she is trying to be cool. I would say that she oughta not suffer from the heat. Me, being human, I do not stay as cool as she looks. But there ain’t no need to go into that. After I get my breath I say, “For Heaven’s sake!” and she opens her eyes.


At first she looks puzzled, like she was thinking is she getting absent-minded and is this guy somebody she married lately. Then she grabs a sheet and drapes it around herself and beams at me.


“Ducky!” she says. “How marvelous!”


I say something like “Ugmph!” I am sweating.


She says: “I put in a call for you, Ducky, and here you are! Isn’t it romantic? Where are you really, Ducky? And when can you come up? You’ve no idea how often I’ve thought of you!”


I am probably the only guy she ever knew real well that she has not been married to at some time or another.


I say “Ugmph!” again, and swallow.


“Can you come up instantly?” asks Laurine brightly.


“I’m … workin’,” I say. “I’ll … uh … call you back.”


“I’m terribly lonesome,” says Laurine. “Please make it quick, Ducky! I’ll have a drink waiting for you. Have you ever thought of me?”


“Yeah,” I say, feeble. “Plenty!”


“You darling!” says Laurine. “Here’s a kiss to go on with until you get here! Hurry, Ducky!”


Then I sweat! I still don’t know nothing about Joe, understand. I cuss out the guys at the Tank because I blame them for this. If Laurine was just another blonde—well—when it comes to ordinary blondes I can leave ‘em alone or leave ‘em alone, either one. A married man gets that way or else. But Laurine has a look of unquenched enthusiasm that gives a man very strange weak sensations at the back of his knees. And she’s had four husbands and shot one and got acquitted.


So I punch the keys for the Tank technical room, fumbling. And the screen says: “What is your name?” but I don’t want any more. I punch the name of the old guy who’s stock clerk in Maintenance. And the screen gives me some pretty interestin’ dope—I never woulda thought the old fella had ever had that much pep—and winds up by mentionin’ a unclaimed deposit now amountin’ to two hundred eighty credits in the First National Bank, which he should look into. Then it spiels about the new secretarial service and gives me the Tank at last.


I start to swear at the guy who looks at me. But he says, tired:


“Snap it off, fella. We got troubles an’ you’re just another. What are the Logics doin’ now?”


I tell him, and he laughs a hollow laugh.


“A light matter, fella,” he says. “A very light matter! We just managed to clamp off all the data-plates that give information on high explosives. The demand for instructions in counterfeiting is increasing minute by minute. We are also trying to shut off, by main force, the relays that hook in to data-plates that just barely might give advice on the fine points of murder. So if people will only keep busy getting the goods on each other for a while, maybe we’ll get a chance to stop the circuits that are shifting credit-balances from bank to bank before everybody’s bankrupt except the guys who thought of askin’ how to get big bank-accounts in a hurry.”


“Then,” I says hoarse, “Shut down the Tank! Do somethin’!”


“Shut down the Tank?” he says, mirthless. “Does it occur to you, fella, that the Tank has been doin’ all the computin’ for every business office for years? It’s been handlin’ the distribution of ninety-four per cent of all telecast programs, has given out all information on weather, plane schedules, special sales, employment opportunities and news; has handled all person-to-person contacts over wires and recorded every damned business conversation and agreement…. Listen, fella! Logics changed civilization. Logics are civilization! If we shut off Logics, we go back to a kind of civilization we have forgotten how to run! I’m getting hysterical myself and that’s why I’m talkin’ like this! If my wife finds out my pay-check is thirty credits a week more than I told her and starts hunting for that red-head—”


He smiles a haggard smile at me and snaps off. And I sit down and put my head in my hands. It’s true. If something had happened back in cave days and they’d hadda stop usin’ fire—If they’d hadda stop usin’ steam in the nineteenth century or electricity in the twentieth—It’s like that. We got a very simple civilization. Where in the nineteen hundreds a man would have to make use of a typewriter, radio, telephone, teletypewriter, newspaper, reference library, encyclopaedias, office-files, directories, plus messenger service and consulting lawyers, chemists, doctors, dieticians, filing-clerks, secretaries, an’ Gawd knows what all—all to put down what he wanted to remember an’ tell him what other people had put down that he wanted to know; to report what he said to somebody else and to report to him what they said back. All we have to have is Logics. Anything we want to know or see or hear, or anybody we want to talk to, we punch keys on a Logic. Shut off Logics and everything goes skiddoo. But Laurine …


Somethin’ had happened. I still didn’t know what it was. Nobody else knows, even yet. What had happened was Joe. What was the matter with him was that he wanted to work good. All this hell he was raisin’ was, actual, nothin’ but stuff we shoulda thought of ourselves. Directive advice, tellin’ us what we wanted to know to solve a problem, wasn’t but a slight extension of logical integrator service. Figurin’ out a good way to poison a fella’s wife was only different in degree from figurin’ out a cube root or a guy’s bank balance. It was gettin’ the answer to a question. But things was goin’ to pot because there was too many answers being given to too many questions.


One of the Logics in Maintenance lights up. I go over, weary, to answer it. I punch the answer key. Laurine says:


“Ducky!”


It’s the same hotel-room. There’s two glasses on the table with drinks in them. One is for me. Laurine’s got on some kinda frothy hangin’-around-the-house-with-the-boy-friend outfit on that automatic makes you strain your eyes to see if you actual see what you think. Laurine looks at me enthusiastic.


“Ducky!” says Laurine. “I’m lonesome! Why haven’t you come up?”


“I … been busy,” I say, strangling slightly.


“Pooh!” says Laurine. “Listen, Ducky! Do you remember how much in love we used to be?”


I gulp.


“Are you doin’ anything this evening?” says Laurine.


I gulp again, because she is smiling at me in a way that a single man would maybe get dizzy, but it gives a old married man like me cold chills. When a dame looks at you possessive—


“Ducky!” says Laurine, impulsive. “I was so mean to you! Let’s get married!”


Desperation gives me a voice.


“I … got married,” I tell her, hoarse.


Laurine blinks. Then she says, courageous:


“Poor boy! But we’ll get you outa that! Only it would be nice if we could be married today. Now we can only be engaged!”


“I … can’t—”


“I’ll call up your wife,” says Laurine, happy, “and have a talk with her. You must have a code signal for your Logic, darling. I tried to ring your house and noth—”


Click! That’s my Logic turned off. I turned it off. And I feel faint all over. I got nervous prostration. I got combat fatigue. I got anything you like. I got cold feet.


I beat it outta Maintenance, yellin’ to somebody I got a emergency call. I’m gonna get out in a Maintenance car an’ cruise around until it’s plausible to go home. Then I’m gonna take the wife an’ kids an’ beat it for somewheres that Laurine won’t never find me. I don’t wanna be fifth in Laurine’s series of husbands and maybe the second one she shoots in a moment of boredom. I got experience of blondes. I got experience of Laurine! And I’m scared to death!


I beat it out into traffic in the Maintenance car. There was a disconnected Logic in the back, ready to substitute for one that hadda burned-out coil or something that it was easier to switch and fix back in the Maintenance shop. I drove crazy but automatic. It was kinda ironic, if you think of it. I was goin’ hoopla over a strictly personal problem, while civilization was crackin’ up all around me because other people were havin’ their personal problems solved as fast as they could state ‘em. It is a matter of record that part of the Mid-Western Electric research guys had been workin’ on cold electron-emission for thirty years, to make vacuum-tubes that wouldn’t need a power-source to heat the filament. And one of those fellas was intrigued by the “Ask your Logic” flash. He asked how to get cold emission of electrons. And the Logic integrates a few squintillion facts on the physics data-plates and tells him. Just as casual as it told somebody over in the Fourth Ward how to serve left-over soup in a new attractive way, and somebody else on Mason Street how to dispose of a torso that somebody had left careless in his cellar after ceasing to use same.


Laurine wouldn’t never have found me if it hadn’t been for this new hell-raisin’ Logics Service. But now that it was started—Zowie! She’d shot one husband and got acquitted. Suppose she got impatient because I was still married an’ asked Logics Service how to get me free an’ in a spot where I’d have to marry her by eight thirty P.M.? It woulda told her! Just like it told that woman out in the suburbs how to make sure her husband wouldn’t run around no more. Br-r-r-r! An’ like it told that kid how to find some buried treasure. Remember? He was happy totin’ home the gold reserve of the Hanoverian Bank and Trust Company when they caught onto it. The Logic had told him how to make some kinda machine that nobody has been able to figure how it works even yet, only they guess it dodges around a couple extra dimensions. If Laurine was to start askin’ questions with a technical aspect to them, that would be Logics Service meat! And fella, I was scared! If you think a he-man oughtn’t to be scared of just one blonde—you ain’t met Laurine!


I’m drivin’ blind when a social-conscious guy asks how to bring about his own particular system of social organization at once. He don’t ask if it’s best or if it’ll work. He just wants to get it started. And the Logic—or Joe—tells him! Simultaneous, there’s a retired preacher asks how can the human race be cured of concupiscence. Bein’ seventy, he’s pretty safe himself, but he wants to remove the peril to the spiritual welfare of the rest of us. He finds out. It involves constructin’ a sort of broadcastin’ station to emit a certain wave-pattern an’ turnin’ it on. Just that. Nothing more. It’s found out afterward, when he is solicitin’ funds to construct it. Fortunate, he didn’t think to ask Logics how to finance it, or it woulda told him that, too, an’ we woulda all been cured of the impulses we maybe regret afterward but never at the time. And there’s another group of serious thinkers who are sure the human race would be a lot better off if everybody went back to nature an’ lived in the woods with the ants an’ poison ivy. They start askin’ questions about how to cause humanity to abandon cities and artificial conditions of living. They practically got the answer in Logics Service!


Maybe it didn’t strike you serious at the time, but while I was drivin’ aimless, sweatin’ blood over Laurine bein’ after me, the fate of civilization hung in the balance. I ain’t kiddin’. For instance, the Superior Man gang that sneers at the rest of us was quietly asking questions on what kinda weapons could be made by which Superior Men could take over and run things …


But I drove here an’ there, sweatin’ an’ talkin’ to myself.


“My Gawd!” I says. “What I oughta do is ask this whacky Logics Service how to get outa this mess. But it’d just tell me a intricate an’ fool-proof way to bump Laurine off. I wanna have peace! I wanna grow comfortably old and brag to other old guys about what a hellion I used to be, without havin’ to go through it an’ lose my chance of livin’ to be a elderly liar.”


I turn a corner at random, there in the Maintenance car.


“It was a nice kinda world once,” I says, bitter. “I could go home peaceful and not have belly-cramps wonderin’ if a blonde has called up my wife to announce my engagement to her. I could punch keys on a Logic without gazing into somebody’s bedroom while she is giving her epidermis a air-bath and being led to think things I gotta take out in thinkin’. I could—”


Then I groan, rememberin’ that my wife, naturally, is gonna blame me for the fact that our private life ain’t private any more if anybody has tried to peek into it.


“It was a swell world,” I says, homesick for the dear dead days-before-yester-day. “We was playin’ happy with our toys like little innocent children until somethin’ happened. Like a guy named Joe come in and squashed all our mud-pies.”


Then it hit me. I got the whole thing in one flash. There ain’t nothing in the Tank set-up to start relays closin’. Relays are closed exclusive by Logics, to get the information the keys are punched for. Nothin’ but a Logic coulda cooked up the relay-patterns that constituted Logics Service. Humans wouldn’t ha’ been able to figure it out! Only a Logic could integrate all the stuff that woulda made all the other Logics work like this—


There was one answer. I drove into a restaurant and went over to a pay-Logic an’ dropped in a coin.


“Can a Logic be modified,” I spell out, “to cooperate in long-term planning which human brains are too limited in scope to do?”


The screen sputters. Then it says:


“Definitely yes.”


“How great will the modifications be?” I punch.


“Microscopically slight. Changes in dimensions,” says the screen. “Even modern precision gauges are not exact enough to check them, however. They can only come about under present manufacturing methods by an extremely improbable accident, which has only happened once.”


“How can one get hold of that one accident which can do this highly necessary work?” I punch.


The screen sputters. Sweat broke out on me. I ain’t got it figured out close, yet, but what I’m scared of is that whatever is Joe will be suspicious. But what I’m askin’ is strictly logical. And Logics can’t lie. They gotta be accurate. They can’t help it.


“A complete Logic capable of the work required,” says the screen, “is now in ordinary family use in—”


And it gives me the Korlanovitch address and do I go over there! Do I go over there fast! I pull up the Maintenance car in front of the place, and I take the extra Logic outa the back, and I stagger up to the Korlanovitch flat and I ring the bell. A kid answers the door.


“I’m from Logics Maintenance,” I tell the kid. “A inspection record has shown that your Logic is apt to break down any minute. I come to put in a new one before it does.”


The kid says, “O.K.!” real bright and runs back to the livin’ room where Joe—I got the habit of callin’ him Joe later, through just meditatin’ about him—is runnin’ somethin’ the kids wanna look at. I hook in the other Logic an’ turn it on, conscientious makin’ sure it works. Then I say:


“Now kiddies, you punch this one for what you want. I’m gonna take the old one away before it breaks down.”


And I glance at the screen. The kiddies have apparently said they wanna look at some real cannibals. So the screen is presenting a anthropological-expedition scientific record film of the fertility dance of the Huba-Jouba tribe of West Africa. It is supposed to be restricted to anthropological professors an’ post-graduate medical students. But there ain’t any censor-blocks workin’ any more and it’s on. The kids are much interested. Me, bein’ a old married man, I blush.


I disconnect Joe. Careful. I turn to the other Logic and punch keys for Maintenance. I do not get a Service flash. I get Maintenance. I feel very good. I report that I am goin’ home because I fell down a flight of steps an’ hurt my leg. I add, inspired:


“An’ say, I was carryin’ the Logic I replaced an’ it busted all to hell. I left it for the dustman to pick up.”


“If you don’t turn ‘em in,” says Stock, “you gotta pay for ‘em.”


“Cheap at the price,” I say.


I go home. Laurine ain’t called. I put Joe down in the cellar, careful. If I turned him in, he’d be inspected an’ his parts salvaged even if I busted somethin’ on him. Whatever part was off-normal might be used again and everything start all over. I can’t risk it. I pay for him and leave him be.


That’s what happened. You might say I saved civilization an’ not be far wrong. I know I ain’t goin’ to take a chance on havin’ Joe in action again. Not while Laurine is livin’. An’ there are other reasons. With all the nuts who wanna change the world to their own line o’ thinkin’, an’ the ones that wanna bump people off, an’ generally solve their problems—Yeah! Problems are bad, but I figure I better let sleepin’ problems lie.


But on the other hand, if Joe could be tamed, somehow, and got to work just reasonable … He could make me a couple million dollars, easy. But even if I got sense enough not to get rich, an’ if I get retired and just loaf around fishin’ an’ lyin’ to other old duffers about what a great guy I used to be—Maybe I’ll like it, but maybe I won’t. And after all, if I get fed up with bein’ old and confined strictly to thinking—why—I could hook Joe in long enough to ask, “How can a old guy not stay old?” Joe’ll be able to find out. An’ he’ll tell me.


That couldn’t be allowed out general, of course. You gotta make room for kids to grow up. But it’s a pretty good world, now Joe’s turned off. Maybe I’ll turn him on long enough to learn how to stay in it. But on the other hand, maybe—




IF YOU WAS A MOKLIN


Up to the very last minute, I can’t imagine that Moklin is going to be the first planet that humans get off of, moving fast, breathing hard, and sweating awful copious. There ain’t any reason for it. Humans have been on Moklin for more than forty years, and nobody ever figures there is anything the least bit wrong until Brooks works it out. When he does, nobody can believe it. But it turns out bad. Plenty bad. But maybe things are working out all right now.


Maybe! I hope so.


At first, even after he’s sent off long reports by six ships in a row, I don’t see the picture beginning to turn sour. I don’t get it until after the old Palmyra comes and squats down on the next to the last trip a Company ship is ever going to make to Moklin.


Up to that very morning everything is serene, and that morning I am sitting on the trading post porch, not doing a thing but sitting there and breathing happy. I’m looking at a Moklin kid. She’s about the size of a human six-year-old and she is playing in a mud puddle while her folks are trading in the post. She is a cute kid—mighty human-looking. She has long whiskers like Old Man Bland, who’s the first human to open a trading post and learn to talk to Moklins.


Moklins think a lot of Old Man Bland. They build him a big tomb, Moklin-style, when he dies, and there is more Moklin kids born with long whiskers than you can shake a stick at. And everything looks okay. Everything!


Sitting there on the porch, I hear a Moklin talking inside the trade room. Talking English just as good as anybody. He says to Deeth, our Moklin trade-clerk. “But Deeth, I can buy this cheaper over at the other trading post! Why should I pay more here?”


Deeth says, in English too, “I can’t help that. That’s the price here. You pay it or you don’t. That’s all.”


I just sit there breathing complacent, thinking how good things are. Here I’m Joe Brinkley, and me and Brooks are the Company on Moklin—only humans rate as Company employees and get pensions, of course—and I’m thinking sentimental about how much humaner Moklins are getting every day and how swell everything is.


The six-year-old kid gets up out of the mud puddle, and wrings out her whiskers—they are exactly like the ones on the picture of Old Man Bland in the trade room—and she goes trotting off down the road after her folks. She is mighty human-looking, that one.


The wild ones don’t look near so human. Those that live in the forest are greenish, and have saucer eyes, and their noses can wiggle like an Earth rabbit. You wouldn’t think they’re the same breed as the trading post Moklins at all, but they are. They crossbreed with each other, only the kids look humaner than their parents and are mighty near the same skin color as Earthmen, which is plenty natural when you think about it, but nobody does. Not up to then.


I don’t think about that then, or anything else. Not even about the reports Brooks keeps sweating over and sending off with every Company ship. I am just sitting there contented when I notice that Sally, the tree that shades the trading post porch, starts pulling up her roots. She gets them coiled careful and starts marching off. I see the other trees are moving off, too, clearing the landing field. They’re waddling away to leave a free space, and they’re pushing and shoving, trying to crowd each other, and the little ones sneak under the big ones and they all act peevish. Somehow they know a ship is coming in. That’s what their walking off means, anyhow. But there ain’t a ship due in for a month, yet.


They’re clearing the landing field, though, so I start listening for a ship’s drive, even if I don’t believe it. At first I don’t hear a thing. It must be ten minutes before I hear a thin whistle, and right after it the heavy drone that’s the ground-repulsor units pushing against bedrock underground. Lucky they don’t push on wet stuff, or a ship would sure mess up the local countryside!


I get off my chair and go out to look. Sure enough, the old Palmyra comes bulging down out of the sky, a month ahead of schedule, and the trees over at the edge of the field shove each other all round to make room. The ship drops, hangs anxious ten feet up, and then kind of sighs and lets down. Then there’s Moklins running out of everywhere, waving cordial.


They sure do like humans, these Moklins! Humans are their idea of what people should be like! Moklins will wrestle the freight over to the trading post while others are climbing over everything that’s waiting to go off, all set to pass it up to the ship and hoping to spot friends they’ve made in the crew. If they can get a human to go home with them and visit while the ship is down, they brag about it for weeks. And do they treat their guests swell!


They got fancy Moklin clothes for them to wear—soft, silky guest garments—and they got Moklin fruits and Moklin drinks—you ought to taste them! And when the humans have to go back to the ship at takeoff time, the Moklins bring them back with flower wreaths all over them.


Humans is tops on Moklin. And Moklins get humaner every day. There’s Deeth, our clerk. You couldn’t hardly tell him from human, anyways. He looks like a human named Casey that used to be at the trading post, and he’s got a flock of brothers and sisters as human-looking as he is. You’d swear—


But this is the last time but one that a Earth ship is going to land on Moklin, though nobody knows it yet. Her passenger port opens up and Captain Haney gets out. The Moklins yell cheerful when they see him. He waves a hand and helps a human girl out. She has red hair and a sort of businesslike air about her. The Moklins wave and holler and grin. The girl looks at them funny, and Cap Haney explains something, but she sets her lips. Then the Moklins run out a freight-truck, and Haney and the girl get on it, and they come racing over to the post, the Moklins pushing and pulling them and making a big fuss of laughing and hollering—all so friendly, it would make anybody feel good inside. Moklins like humans! They admire them tremendous! They do everything they can think of to be human, and they’re smart, but sometimes I get cold shivers when I think how close a thing it turns out to be.


Cap Haney steps off the freight-truck and helps the girl down. Her eyes are blazing. She is the maddest-looking female I ever see, but pretty as they make them, with that red hair and those blue eyes staring at me hostile.


“Hiya, Joe,” says Cap Haney. “Where’s Brooks?”


I tell him. Brooks is poking around in the mountains up back of the post. He is jumpy and worried and peevish, and he acts like he’s trying to find something that ain’t there, but he’s bound he’s going to find it regardless.


“Too bad he’s not here,” says Haney. He turns to the girl. “This is Joe Brinkley,” he says. “He’s Brooks’ assistant. And, Joe, this is Inspector Caldwell—Miss Caldwell.”


“Inspector will do,” says the girl, curt. She looks at me accusing. “I’m here to check into this matter of a competitive trading post on Moklin.”


“Oh,” I says. “That’s bad business. But it ain’t cut into our trade much. In fact, I don’t think it’s cut our trade at all.”


“Get my baggage ashore, Captain,” says Inspector Caldwell, imperious. “Then you can go about your business. I’ll stay here until you stop on your return trip.”


I call, “Hey, Deeth!” But he’s right behind me. He looks respectful and admiring at the girl. You’d swear he’s human! He’s the spit and image of Casey, who used to be on Moklin until six years back.


“Yes, sir,” says Deeth. He says to the girl, “Yes, ma’am. I’ll show you your quarters, ma’am, and your baggage will get there right away. This way, ma’am.”


He leads her off, but he don’t have to send for her baggage. A pack of Moklins come along, dragging it, hopeful of having her say “Thank you” to them for it. There hasn’t ever been a human woman on Moklin before, and they are all excited. I bet if there had been women around before, there’d have been hell loose before, too. But now the Moklins just hang around, admiring.


There are kids with whiskers like Old Man Bland, and other kids with mustaches—male and female both—and all that sort of stuff. I’m pointing out to Cap Haney some kids that bear a remarkable resemblance to him and he’s saying, “Well, what do you know!” when Inspector Caldwell comes back.


“What are you waiting for, Captain?” she asks, frosty.


“The ship usually grounds a few hours,” I explain. “These Moklins are such friendly critters, we figure it makes good will for the trading post for the crew to be friendly with ‘em.”


“I doubt,” says Inspector Caldwell, her voice dripping icicles, “that I shall advise that that custom be continued.”


Cap Haney shrugs his shoulders and goes off, so I know Inspector Caldwell is high up in the Company. She ain’t old, maybe in her middle twenties, I’d say, but the Caldwell family practically owns the Company, and all the nephews and cousins and so on get put into a special school so they can go to work in the family firm. They get taught pretty good, and most of them really rate the good jobs they get. Anyhow, there’s plenty of good jobs. The Company runs twenty or thirty solar systems and it’s run pretty tight. Being a Caldwell means you get breaks, but you got to live up to them.


Cap Haney almost has to fight his way through the Moklins who want to give him flowers and fruits and such. Moklins are sure crazy about humans! He gets to the entry port and goes in, and the door closes and the Moklins pull back. Then the Palmyra booms. The ground-repulsor unit is on. She heaves up, like she is grunting, and goes bulging up into the air, and the humming gets deeper and deeper, and fainter and fainter—and suddenly there’s a keen whistling and she’s gone. It’s all very normal. Nobody would guess that this is the last time but one a Earth ship will ever lift off Moklin!


Inspector Caldwell taps her foot, icy. “When will you send for Mr. Brooks?” she demands.


“Right away,” I says to her. “Deeth—”


“I sent a runner for him, ma’am,” says Deeth. “If he was in hearing of the ship’s landing, he may be on the way here now.”


He bows and goes in the trade room. There are Moklins that came to see the ship land, and now have tramped over to do some trading. Inspector Caldwell jumps.


“Wh-what’s that?” she asks, tense.


The trees that crowded off the field to make room for the Palmyra are waddling back. I realize for the first time that it might look funny to somebody just landed on Moklin. They are regular-looking trees, in a way. They got bark and branches and so on. Only they can put their roots down into holes they make in the ground, and that’s the way they stay, mostly, but they can move. Wild ones, when there’s a water shortage or they get too crowded or mad with each other, they pull up their roots and go waddling around looking for a better place to take root in.


The trees on our landing field have learned that every so often a ship is going to land and they’ve got to make room for it. But now the ship is gone, and they’re lurching back to their places. The younger ones are waddling faster than the big ones, though, and taking the best places, and the old grunting trees are waving their branches indignant and puffing after them mad as hell.


I explain what is happening. Inspector Caldwell just stares. Then Sally comes lumbering up. I got a friendly feeling for Sally. She’s pretty old—her trunk is all of three feet thick—but she always puts out a branch to shade my window in the morning, and I never let any other tree take her place. She comes groaning up, and uncoils her roots, and sticks them down one by one into the holes she’d left, and sort of scrunches into place and looks peaceful.


“Aren’t they—dangerous?” asks Inspector Caldwell, pretty uneasy.


“Not a bit,” I says. “Things can change on Moklin. They don’t have to fight. Things fight in other places because they can’t change and they get crowded, and that’s the only way they can meet competition. But there’s a special kind of evolution on Moklin. Cooperative, you might call it. It’s a nice place to live. Only thing is everything matures so fast. Four years and a Moklin is grown up, for instance.”


She sniffs. “What about that other trading post?” she says, sharp. “Who’s back of it? The Company is supposed to have exclusive trading rights here. Who’s trespassing?”


“Brooks is trying to find out,” I says. “They got a good complete line of trade goods, but the Moklins always say the humans running the place have gone off somewhere, hunting and such. We ain’t seen any of them.”


“No?” says the girl, short. “I’ll see them! We can’t have competition in our exclusive territory! The rest of Mr. Brooks’ reports—” She stops. Then she says, “That clerk of yours reminds me of someone I know.”


“He’s a Moklin,” I explain, “but he looks like a Company man named Casey. Casey’s Area Director over on Khatim Two now, but he used to be here, and Deeth is the spit and image of him.”


“Outrageous!” says Inspector Caldwell, looking disgusted.


There’s a couple of trees pushing hard at each other. They are fighting, tree-fashion, for a specially good place. And there’s others waddling around, mad as hell, because somebody else beat them to the spots they liked. I watch them. Then I grin, because a couple of young trees duck under the fighting big ones and set their roots down in the place the big trees was fighting over.


“I don’t like your attitude!” says Inspector Caldwell, furious.


She goes stamping into the post, leaving me puzzled. What’s wrong with me smiling at those kid trees getting the best of their betters?


That afternoon Brooks comes back, marching ahead of a pack of woods-Moklins with greenish skins and saucer eyes that’ve been guiding him around. He’s a good-looking kind of fellow, Brooks is, with a good build and a solid jaw.


When he comes out of the woods on the landing field—the trees are all settled down by then—he’s striding impatient and loose-jointed. With the woods-Moklins trailing him, he looks plenty dramatic, like a visi-reel picture of a explorer on some unknown planet, coming back from the dark and perilous forests, followed by the strange natives who do not yet know whether this visitor from outer space is a god or what. You know the stuff.


I see Inspector Caldwell take a good look at him, and I see her eyes widen. She looks like he is a shock, and not a painful one.


He blinks when he sees her. He grunts, “What’s this? A she-Moklin?”


Inspector Caldwell draws herself up to her full five-foot-three. She bristles.


I say quick, “This here is Inspector Caldwell that the Palmyra dumped off here today. Uh—Inspector, this is Brooks, the Head Trader.”


They shake hands. He looks at her and says, “I’d lost hope my reports would ever get any attention paid to them. You’ve come to check my report that the trading post on Moklin has to be abandoned?”


“I have not!” says Inspector Caldwell, sharp. “That’s absurd! This planet has great potentialities, this post is profitable and the natives are friendly, and the trade should continue to increase. The Board is even considering the introduction of special crops.”


That strikes me as a bright idea. I’d like to see what would happen if Moklins started cultivating new kinds of plants! It would be a thing to watch—with regular Moklin plants seeing strangers getting good growing places and special attention! I can’t even guess what’ll happen, but I want to watch!


“What I want to ask right off,” says Inspector Caldwell, fierce, “is why you have allowed a competitive trading post to be established, why you did not report it sooner, and why you haven’t identified the company back of it?”


Brooks stares at her. He gets mad.


“Hell!” he says. “My reports cover all that! Haven’t you read them?”


“Of course not,” says Inspector Caldwell. “I was given an outline of the situation here and told to investigate and correct it.”


“Oh!” says Brooks. “That’s it!”


Then he looks like he’s swallowing naughty words. It is funny to see them glare at each other, both of them looking like they are seeing something that interests them plenty, but throwing off angry sparks just the same.


“If you’ll show me samples of their trade goods,” says Inspector Caldwell, arrogant, “and I hope you can do that much, I’ll identify the trading company handling them!”


He grins at her without amusement and leads the way to the inside of the trading post. We bring out the stuff we’ve had some of our Moklins go over and buy for us. Brooks dumps the goods on a table and stands back to see what she’ll make of them, grinning with the same lack of mirth. She picks up a visi-reel projector.


“Hmm,” she says, scornful. “Not very good quality. It’s …” Then she stops. She picks up a forest knife. “This,” she says, “is a product of—” Then she stops again. She picks up some cloth and fingers it. She really steams. “I see!” she says, angry. “Because we have been on this planet so long and the Moklins are used to our goods, the people of the other trading post duplicate them! Do they cut prices?”


“Fifty per cent,” says Brooks.


I chime in, “But we ain’t lost much trade. Lots of Moklins still trade with us, out of friendship. Friendly folks, these Moklins.”


Just then Deeth comes in, looking just like Casey that used to be here on Moklin. He grins at me.


“A girl just brought you a compliment,” he lets me know.


“Shucks!” I says, embarrassed and pleased. “Send her in and get a present for her.”


Deeth goes out. Inspector Caldwell hasn’t noticed. She’s seething over that other trading company copying our trade goods and underselling us on a planet we’re supposed to have exclusive. Brooks looks at her grim.


“I shall look over their post,” she announces, fierce, “and if they want a trade war, they’ll get one! We can cut prices if we need to—we have all the resources of the Company behind us!”


Brooks seems to be steaming on his own, maybe because she hasn’t read his reports. But just then a Moklin girl comes in. Not bad-looking, either. You can see she is a Moklin—she ain’t as convincing human as Deeth is, say—but she looks pretty human, at that. She giggles at me.


“Compliment,” she says, and shows me what she’s carrying.


I look. It’s a Moklin kid, a boy, just about brand-new. And it has my shape ears, and its nose looks like somebody had stepped on it—my nose is that way—and it looks like a very small-sized working model of me. I chuck it under the chin and say, “Kitchy-coo!” It gurgles at me.


“What’s your name?” I ask the girl.


She tells me. I don’t remember it, and I don’t remember ever seeing her before, but she’s paid me a compliment, all right—Moklin-style.


“Mighty nice,” I say. “Cute as all get-out. I hope he grows up to have more sense than I got, though.” Then Deeth comes in with a armload of trade stuff like Old Man Bland gave to the first Moklin kid that was born with long whiskers like his, and I say, “Thanks for the compliment. I am greatly honored.”


She takes the stuff and giggles again, and goes out. The kid beams at me over her shoulder and waves its fist. Mighty humanlike. A right cute kid, anyway you look at it.


Then I hear a noise. Inspector Caldwell is regarding me with loathing in her eyes.


“Did you say they were friendly creatures?” she asks, bitter. “I think affectionate would be a better word!” Her voice shakes. “You are going to be transferred out of here the instant the Palmyra gets back!”


“What’s the matter?” I ask, surprised. “She paid me a compliment and I gave her a present. It’s a custom. She’s satisfied. I never see her before that I remember.”


“You don’t?” she says. “The—the callousness! You’re revolting!”


Brooks begins to sputter, then he snickers, and all of a sudden he’s howling with laughter. He is laughing at Inspector Caldwell. Then I get it, and I snort. Then I hoot and holler. It gets funnier when she gets madder still. She near blows up from being mad!


We must look crazy, the two of us there in the post, just hollering with laughter while she gets furiouser and furiouser. Finally I have to lay down on the floor to laugh more comfortable. You see, she doesn’t get a bit of what I’ve told her about there being a special kind of evolution on Moklin. The more disgusted and furious she looks at me, the harder I have to laugh. I can’t help it.


When we set out for the other trading post next day, the atmosphere ain’t what you’d call exactly cordial. There is just the Inspector and me, with Deeth and a couple of other Moklins for the look of things. She has on a green forest suit, and with her red hair she sure looks good! But she looks at me cold when Brooks says I’ll take her over to the other post, and she doesn’t say a word the first mile or two.


We trudge on, and presently Deeth and the others get ahead so they can’t hear what she says. And she remarks indignant, “I must say Mr. Brooks isn’t very cooperative. Why didn’t he come with me? Is he afraid of the men at the other post?”


“Not him,” I says. “He’s a good guy. But you got authority over him and you ain’t read his reports.”


“If I have authority,” she says, sharp, “I assure you it’s because I’m competent!”


“I don’t doubt it,” I says. “If you wasn’t cute, he wouldn’t care. But a man don’t want a good-looking girl giving him orders. He wants to give them to her. A homely woman, it don’t matter.”


She tosses her head, but it don’t displease her. Then she says, “What’s in the reports that I should have read?”


“I don’t know,” I admit. “But he’s been sweating over them. It makes him mad that nobody bothered to read ‘em.”


“Maybe,” she guesses, “it was what I need to know about this other trading post. What do you know about it, Mr. Brinkley?”


I tell her what Deeth has told Brooks. Brooks found out about it because one day some Moklins come in to trade and ask friendly why we charge so much for this and that. Deeth told them we’d always charged that, and they say the other tradingpost sells things cheaper, and Deeth says what trading post? So they up and tell him there’s another post that sells the same kind of things we do, only cheaper. But that’s all they’ll say.


So Brooks tells Deeth to find out, and he scouts around and comes back. There is another trading post only fifteen miles away, and it is selling stuff just like ours. And it charges only half price. Deeth didn’t see the men—just the Moklin clerks. We ain’t been able to see the men either.


“Why haven’t you seen the men?”


“Every time Brooks or me go over,” I explain, “the Moklins they got working for them say the other men are off somewhere. Maybe they’re starting some more posts. We wrote ‘em a note, asking what the hell they mean, but they never answered it. Of course, we ain’t seen their books or their living quarters—”


“You could find out plenty by a glimpse at their books!” she snaps. “Why haven’t you just marched in and made the Moklins show you what you want to know, since the men were away?”


“Because,” I says, patient, “Moklins imitate humans. If we start trouble, they’ll start it too. We can’t set a example of rough stuff like burglary, mayhem, breaking and entering, manslaughter, or bigamy, or those Moklins will do just like us.”


“Bigamy!” She grabs on that sardonic. “If you’re trying to make me think you’ve got enough moral sense—”


I get a little mad. Brooks and me, we’ve explained to her, careful, how it is admiration and the way evolution works on Moklin that makes Moklin kids get born with long whiskers and that the compliment the Moklin girl has paid me is just exactly that. But she hasn’t listened to a word.


“Miss Caldwell,” I says, “Brooks and me told you the facts. We tried to tell them delicate, to spare your feelings. Now if you’ll try to spare mine, I’ll thank you.”


“If you mean your finer feelings,” she says, sarcastic, “I’ll spare them as soon as I find some!”


So I shut up. There’s no use trying to argue with a woman. We tramp on through the forest without a word. Presently we come on a nest-bush. It’s a pretty big one. There are a couple dozen nests on it, from the little-bitty bud ones no bigger than your fist, to the big ripe ones lined with soft stuff that have busted open and have got cacklebirds housekeeping in them now.


There are two cacklebirds sitting on a branch by the nest that is big enough to open up and have eggs laid in it, only it ain’t. The cacklebirds are making noises like they are cussing it and telling it to hurry up and open, because they are in a hurry.


“That’s a nest-bush,” I says. “It grows nests for the cacklebirds. The birds—uh—fertilize the ground around it. They’re sloppy feeders and drop a lot of stuff that rots and is fertilizer too. The nest-bush and the cacklebirds kind of cooperate. That’s the way evolution works on Moklin, like Brooks and me told you.”


She tosses that red head of hers and stamps on, not saying a word. So we get to the other trading post. And there she gets one of these slow-burning, long-lasting mads on that fill a guy like me with awe.


There’s only Moklins at the other trading post, as usual. They say the humans are off somewhere. They look at her admiring and polite. They show her their stock. It is practically identical with ours—only they admit that they’ve sold out of some items because their prices are low. They act most respectful and pleased to see her.


But she don’t learn a thing about where their stuff comes from or what company is horning in on Moklin trade. And she looks at their head clerk and she burns and burns.


When we get back, Brooks is sweating over memorandums he has made, getting another report ready for the next Company ship. Inspector Caldwell marches into the trade room and gives orders in a controlled, venomous voice. Then she marches right in on Brooks.


“I have just ordered the Moklin sales force to cut the price on all items on sale by seventy-five per cent,” she says, her voice trembling a little with fury. “I have also ordered the credit given for Moklin trade goods to be doubled. They want a trade war? They’ll get it!”


She is a madder than business would account for. Brooks says, tired, “I’d like to show you some facts. I’ve been over every inch of territory in thirty miles, looking for a place where a ship could land for that other post. There isn’t any: Does that mean anything to you?”


“The post is there, isn’t it?” she says. “And they have trade goods, haven’t they? And we have exclusive trading rights on Moklin, haven’t we? That’s enough for me. Our job is to drive them out of business!”


But she is a lot madder than business would account for. Brooks says, very weary, “There’s nearly a whole planet where they could have put another trading post. They could have set up shop on the other hemisphere and charged any price they pleased. But they set up shop right next to us? Does that make sense?”


“Setting up close,” she says, “would furnish them with customers already used to human trade goods. And it furnished them with Moklins trained to be interpreters and clerks! And—” Then it come out, what she’s raging, boiling, steaming, burning up about. “And,” she says, furious, “it furnished them with a Moklin head-clerk who is a very handsome young man, Mr. Brooks! He not only resembles you in every feature, but he even has a good many of your mannerisms. You should be very proud!”


With this she slams out of the room. Brooks blinks.


“She won’t believe anything,” he says, sour, “except only that man is vile. Is that true about a Moklin who looks like me?”


I nod.


“Funny his folks never showed him to me for a compliment present!” Then he stares at me, hard. “How good is the likeness?”


“If he is wearing your clothes,” I tell him, truthful, “I’d swear he is you.”


Then Brooks—slow, very slow—turns white. “Remember the time you went off with Deeth and his folks hunting? That was the time a Moklin got killed. You were wearing guest garments, weren’t you?”


I feel queer inside, but I nod. Guest garments, for Moklins, are like the best bedroom and the drumstick of the chicken among humans. And a Moklin hunting party is something. They go hunting garlikthos, which you might as well call dragons, because they’ve got scales and they fly and they are tough babies.


The way to hunt them is you take along some cacklebirds that ain’t nesting—they are no good for anything while they’re honeymooning—and the cacklebirds go flapping around until a garlikthos comes after them, and then they go jet-streaking to where the hunters are, cackling a blue streak to say, “Here I come, boys! Hold everything until I get past!” Then the garlikthos dives after them and the hunters get it as it dives.


You give the cacklebirds its innards, and they sit around and eat, cackling to each other, zestful, like they’re bragging about the other times they done the same thing, only better.


“You were wearing guest garments?” repeats Brooks, grim.


I feel very queer inside, but I nod again. Moklin guest garments are mighty easy on the skin and feel mighty good. They ain’t exactly practical hunting clothes, but the Moklins feel bad if a human that’s their guest don’t wear them. And of course he has to shed his human clothes to wear them.


“What’s the idea?” I want to know. But I feel pretty unhappy inside.


“You didn’t come back for one day, in the middle of the hunt, after tobacco and a bath?”


“No,” I says, beginning to get rattled. “We were way over at the Thunlib Hills. We buried the dead Moklin over there and had a hell of a time building a tomb over him. Why?”


“During that week,” says Brooks, grim, “and while you were off wearing Moklin guest garments, somebody came back wearing your clothes—and got some tobacco and passed the time of day and went off again. Joe, just like there’s a Moklin you say could pass for me, there’s one that could pass for you. In fact, he did. Nobody suspected either.”


I get panicky. “But what’d he do that for?” I want to know. “He didn’t steal anything! Would he have done it just to brag to the other Moklins that he fooled you?”


“He might,” says Brooks, “have been checking to see if he could fool me. Or Captain Haney of the Palmyra. Or—”


He looks at me. I feel myself going numb. This can mean one hell of a mess!


“I haven’t told you before,” says Brooks, “but I’ve been guessing at something like this. Moklins like to be human, and they get human kids—kids that look human, anyway. Maybe they can want to be smart like humans, and they are.” He tries to grin, and can’t. “That rival trading post looked fishy to me right at the start. They’re practicing with that. It shouldn’t be there at all, but it is. You see?”


I feel weak and sick all over. This is a dangerous sort of thing! But I say quick, “If you mean they got Moklins that could pass for you and me, and they’re figuring to bump us off and take our places—I don’t believe that! Moklins like humans! They wouldn’t harm humans for anything!”


Brooks don’t pay any attention. He says, harsh, “I’ve been trying to persuade the Company that we’ve got to get out of here, fast! And they send this Inspector Caldwell who’s not only female, but a redhead to boot! All they think about is a competitive trading post! And all she sees is that we’re a bunch of lascivious scoundrels, and since she’s a woman there’s nothing that’ll convince her otherwise!”


Then something hits me. It looks hopeful.


“She’s the first human woman to land on Moklin. And she has got red hair. It’s the first red hair the Moklins ever saw. Have we got time?”


He figures. Then he says, “With luck, it ought to turn up! You’ve hit it!” And then his expression sort of softens. “If that happens—poor kid, she’s going to take it hard! Women hate to be wrong. Especially redheads! But that might be the saving of—of humanity, when you think of it.”


I blink at him. He goes on, fierce, “Look, I’m no Moklin! You know that. But if there’s a Moklin that looks enough like me to take my place … You see? We got to think of Inspector Caldwell, anyhow. If you ever see me cross my fingers, you wiggle your little finger. Then I know it’s you. And the other way about. Get it? You swear you’ll watch over Inspector Caldwell?”


“Sure!” I say. “Of course!”


I wiggle my little finger. He crosses his. It’s a signal nobody but us two would know. I feel a lot better.


Brooks goes off next morning, grim, to visit the other trading post and see the Moklin that looks so much like him. Inspector Caldwell goes along, fierce, and I’m guessing it’s to see the fireworks when Brooks sees his Moklin double that she thinks is more than a coincidence. Which she is right, only not in the way she thinks.


Before they go, Brooks crosses his fingers and looks at me significant. I wiggle my little finger back at him. They go off.


I sit down in the shade of Sally and try to think things out. I am all churned up inside, and scared as hell. It’s near two weeks to landing time, when the old Palmyra ought to come bulging down out of the sky with a load of new trade goods. I think wistful about how swell everything has been on Moklin up to now, and how Moklins admire humans, and how friendly everything has been, and how it’s a great compliment for Moklins to want to be like humans and to get like them, and how no Moklin would ever dream of hurting a human and how they imitate humans joyous and reverent and happy. Nice people, Moklins. But—


The end of things is in sight. Liking humans has made Moklins smart, but now there’s been a slip-up. Moklins will do anything to produce kids that look like humans. That’s a compliment. But no human ever sees a Moklin that’s four or five years old and all grown up and looks so much like him that nobody can tell them apart. That ain’t scheming. It’s just that Moklins like humans, but they’re scared the humans might not like to see themselves in a sort of Moklin mirror. So if they did that at all, they’d maybe keep it a secret, like children keep secrets from grownups.


Moklins are a lot like kids. You can’t help liking them. But a human can get plenty panicky if he thinks what would happen if Moklins get to passing for humans among humans, and want their kids to have top-grade brains, and top-grade talents, and so on …


I sweat, sitting there. I can see the whole picture. Brooks is worrying about Moklins loose among humans, outsmarting them as their kids grow up, being the big politicians, the bosses, the planetary pioneers, the prettiest girls and the handsomest guys in the Galaxy—everything humans want to be themselves. Just thinking about it is enough to make any human feel like he’s going nuts. But Brooks is also worrying about Inspector Caldwell, who is five foot three and red-headed and cute as a bug’s ear and riding for a bad fall.


They come back from the trip to the other trading post. Inspector Caldwell is baffled and mad. Brooks is sweating and scared. He slips me the signal and I wiggle my little finger back at him, just so I’ll know he didn’t get substituted for without Inspector Caldwell knowing it, and so he knows nothing happened to me while he was gone. They didn’t see the Moklin that looks like Brooks. They didn’t get a bit of information we didn’t have before—which is just about none at all.


Things go on. Brooks and me are sweating it out until the Palmyra lets down out of the sky again, meanwhile praying for Inspector Caldwell to get her ears pinned back so proper steps can be taken, and every morning he crosses his fingers at me, and I wiggle my little finger back at him … And he watches over Inspector Caldwell tender.


The other trading post goes on placid. They sell their stuff at half the price we sell ours for. So, on Inspector Caldwell’s orders, we cut ours again to half what they sell theirs for. So they sell theirs for half what we sell ours for, so we sell ours for half what they sell theirs for. And so on. Meanwhile we sweat.


Three days before the Palmyra is due, our goods are marked at just exactly one per cent of what they was marked a month before, and the other trading post is selling them at half that. It looks like we are going to have to pay a bonus to Moklins to take goods away for us to compete with the other trading post.


Otherwise, everything looks normal on the surface. Moklins hang around as usual, friendly and admiring. They’ll hang around a couple of days just to get a look at Inspector Caldwell, and they regard her respectful.


Brooks looks grim. He is head over heels crazy about her now and she knows it, and she rides him hard. She snaps at him, and he answers her patient and gentle—because he knows that when what he hopes is going to happen, she is going to need him to comfort her. She has about wiped out our stock, throwing bargain sales. Our shelves are almost bare. But the other trading post still has plenty of stock.


“Mr. Brooks,” says Inspector Caldwell, bitter, at breakfast, “we’ll have to take most of the Palmyra’s cargo to fill up our inventory.”


“Maybe,” he says, tender, “and maybe not.”


“But we’ve got to drive that other post out of business!” she says, desperate. Then she breaks down. “This—this is my first independent assignment. I’ve got to handle it successfully!”


He hesitates. But just then Deeth comes in. He beams friendly at Inspector Caldwell.


“A compliment for you, ma’am. Three of them.”


She goggles at him. Brooks says, gentle, “It’s all right. Deeth, show them in and get some presents.”


Inspector Caldwell splutters incredulous, “But—but—”


“Don’t be angry,” says Brooks. “They mean it as a compliment. It is, actually, you know.”


Three Moklin girls come in, giggling. They are not bad-looking at all. They look as human as Deeth, but one of them has a long, droopy mustache like a mate of the Palmyra—that’s because they hadn’t even seen a human woman before Inspector Caldwell come along. They sure have admired her, though! And Moklin kids get born fast. Very fast.


They show her what they are holding so proud and happy in their arms. They have got three little Moklin kids, one apiece. And every one of them has red hair, just like Inspector Caldwell, and every one of them is a girl that is the spit and image of her. You would swear they are human babies, and you’d swear they are hers. But of course they ain’t. They make kid noises and wave their little fists.


Inspector Caldwell is just plain paralyzed. She stares at them, and goes red as fire and white as chalk, and she is speechless. So Brooks has to do the honors. He admires the kids extravagant, and the Moklin girls giggle, and take the compliment presents Deeth brings in, and they go out happy.


When the door closes, Inspector Caldwell wilts.


“Oh-h!” she wails. “It’s true! You didn’t—you haven’t—they can make their babies look like anybody they want!”


Brooks puts his arms around her and she begins to cry against his shoulder. He pats her and says, “They’ve got a queer sort of evolution on Moklin, darling. Babies here inherit desired characteristics. Not acquired characteristics, but desired ones! And what could be more desirable than you?”


I am blinking at them. He says to me, cold, “Will you kindly get the hell out of here and stay out?”


I come to. I says. “Just one precaution.”


I wiggle my little finger. He crosses his fingers at me.


“Then,” I says, “since there’s no chance of a mistake, I’ll leave you two together.”


And I do.


The Palmyra booms down out of the sky two days later. We are all packed up. Inspector Caldwell is shaky, on the porch of the post, when Moklins come hollering and waving friendly over from the landing field pulling a freight-truck with Cap Haney on it. I see the other festive groups around members of the crew that—this being a scheduled stop—have been given ship-leave for a couple hours to visit their Moklin friends.


“I’ve got the usual cargo—” begins Cap Haney.


“Don’t discharge it,” says Inspector Caldwell, firm. “We are abandoning this post. I have authority and Mr. Brooks has convinced me of the necessity for it. Please get our baggage to the ship.”


He gapes at her. “The Company don’t like to give in to competition—”


“There isn’t any competition,” says Inspector Caldwell. She gulps. “Darling, you tell him,” she says to Brooks.


He says, lucid, “She’s right, Captain. The other trading post is purely a Moklin enterprise. They like to do everything that humans do. Since humans were running a trading post, they opened one too. They bought goods from us and pretended to sell them at half price, and we cut our prices, and they bought more goods from us and pretended to sell at half the new prices … Some Moklin or other must’ve thought it would be nice to be a smart businessman, so his kids would be smart businessmen. Too smart! We close up this post before Moklins think of other things …”


He means, of course, that if Moklins get loose from their home planet and pass as humans, their kids can maybe take over human civilization. Human nature couldn’t take that! But it is something to be passed on to the high brass, and not told around general.


“Better sound the emergency recall signal,” says Inspector Caldwell, brisk.


We go over to the ship and the Palmyra lets go that wailing siren that’ll carry twenty miles. Any crew member in hearing is going to beat it back to the ship full-speed. They come running from every which way, where they been visiting their Moklin friends. And then, all of a sudden, here comes a fellow wearing Moklin guest garments, yelling, “Hey! Wait! I ain’t got my clothes—”


And then there is what you might call a dead silence. Because lined up for checkoff is another guy that comes running at the recall signal, and he is wearing ship’s clothes, and you can see that him and the guy in Moklin guest garments are just exactly alike. Twins. Identical. The spit and image of each other. And it is for sure that one of them is a Moklin. But which?


Cap Haney’s eyes start to pop out of his head. But then the guy in Palmyra uniform grins and says, “Okay, I’m a Moklin. But us Moklins like humans so much, I thought it would be nice to make a trip to Earth and see more humans. My parents planned it five years ago, made me look like this wonderful human, and hid me for this moment. But we would not want to make any difficulties for humans, so I have confessed and I will leave the ship.”


He takes it as a joke on him. He talks English as good as anybody. I don’t know how anybody could tell which was the human guy and which one the Moklin, but this Moklin grins and steps down, and the other Moklins admire him enormous for passing even a few minutes as human among humans.


We get away from there so fast, he is allowed to keep the human uniform.


Moklin is the first planet that humans ever get off of, moving fast, breathing hard, and sweating copious. It’s one of those things that humans just can’t take. Not that there’s anything wrong with Moklins. They’re swell folks. They like humans. But humans just can’t take the idea of Moklins passing for human and being all the things humans want to be themselves. I think it’s really a false alarm. I’ll find out pretty soon.


Inspector Caldwell and Brooks get married, and they go off to a post on Briarius Four—a swell place for a honeymoon if there ever was one—and I guess they are living happy ever after. Me, I go to the new job the Company assigns me—telling me stern not to talk about Moklin, which I don’t—and the Space Patrol orders no human ship to land on Moklin for any reason.


But I’ve been saving money and worrying. I keep thinking of those three Moklin kids that Inspector Caldwell knows she ain’t the father of. I worry about those kids. I hope nothing’s happened to them. Moklin kids grow up fast, like I told you. They’ll be just about grown now.


I’ll tell you. I’ve bought me a little private spacecruiser, small but good. I’m shoving off for Moklin next week. If one of those three ain’t married, I’m going to marry her, Moklin-style, and bring her out to a human colony planet. We’ll have some kids. I know just what I want my kids to be like. They’ll have plenty of brains—top-level brains—and the girls will be real good-looking!


But besides that, I’ve got to bring some other Moklins out and start them passing for human, too. Because my kids are going to need other Moklins to marry, ain’t they? It’s not that I don’t like humans. I do! If the fellow I look like—Joe Brinkley—hadn’t got killed accidental on that hunting trip with Deeth, I never would have thought of taking his place and being Joe Brinkley. But you can’t blame me for wanting to live among humans.


Wouldn’t you, if you was a Moklin?




THE ETHICAL EQUATIONS


It is very, very queer. The Ethical Equations, of course, link conduct with probability, and give mathematical proof that certain patterns of conduct increase the probability of certain kinds of coincidences. But nobody ever expected them to have any really practical effect. Elucidation of the laws of chance did not stop gambling, though it did make life insurance practical. The Ethical Equations weren’t expected to be even as useful as that. They were just theories, which seemed unlikely to affect anybody particularly. They were complicated, for one thing. They admitted that the ideal pattern of conduct for one man wasn’t the best for another. A politician, for example, has an entirely different code—and properly—than a Space Patrol man. But still, on at least one occasion—


The thing from outer space was fifteen hundred feet long, and upward of a hundred and fifty feet through at its middle section, and well over two hundred in a curious bulge like a fish’s head at its bow. There were odd, gill-like flaps just back of that bulge, too, and the whole thing looked extraordinarily like a monster, eyeless fish, floating in empty space out beyond Jupiter. But it had drifted in from somewhere beyond the sun’s gravitational field—its speed was too great for it to have a closed orbit—and it swung with a slow, inane, purposeless motion about some axis it had established within itself.


The little spacecruiser edged closer and closer. Freddy Holmes had been a pariah on the Arnina all the way out from Mars, but he clenched his hands and forgot his misery and the ruin of his career in the excitement of looking at the thing.


“No response to signals on any frequency, sir,” said the communications officer, formally. “It is not radiating. It has a minute magnetic field. Its surface temperature is just about four degrees absolute.”


The commander of the Arnina said, “Hrrrmph!” Then he said, “We’ll lay alongside.” Then he looked at Freddy Holmes and stiffened. “No,” he said, “I believe you take over now, Mr. Holmes.”


Freddy started. He was in a very bad spot, but his excitement had made him oblivious of it for a moment. The undisguised hostility with which he was regarded by the skipper and the others on the bridge brought it back, however.


“You take over, Mr. Holmes,” repeated the skipper bitterly. “I have orders to that effect. You originally detected this object and your uncle asked Headquarters that you be given full authority to investigate it. You have that authority. Now, what are you going to do with it?”


There was fury in his voice surpassing even the rasping dislike of the voyage out. He was a lieutenant commander and he had been instructed to take orders from a junior officer. That was bad enough. But this was humanity’s first contact with an extrasolar civilization, and Freddy Holmes, lieutenant junior grade, had been given charge of the matter by pure political pull.


Freddy swallowed.


“I … I—” He swallowed again and said miserably, “Sir, I’ve tried to explain that I dislike the present set-up as much as you possibly can. I… wish that you would let me put myself under your orders, sir, instead of—”


“No!” rasped the commander vengefully. “You are in command, Mr. Holmes. Your uncle put on political pressure to arrange it. My orders are to carry out your instructions, not to wet-nurse you if the job is too big for you to handle. This is in your lap! Will you issue orders?”


Freddy stiffened.


“Very well, sir. It’s plainly a ship and apparently a derelict. No crew would come in without using a drive, or allow their ship to swing about aimlessly. You will maintain your present position with relation to it. I’ll take a spaceboat and a volunteer, if you will find me one, and look it over.”


He turned and left the bridge. Two minutes later he was struggling into a spacesuit when Lieutenant Bridges—also junior grade—came briskly into the spacesuit locker and observed:


“I’ve permission to go with you, Mr. Holmes.” He began to get into another spacesuit. As he pulled it up over his chest he added blithely: “I’d say this was worth the price of admission!”


Freddy did not answer. Three minutes later the little spaceboat pulled out from the side of the cruiser. Designed for expeditionary work and tool-carrying rather than as an escapecraft, it was not inclosed. It would carry men in spacesuits, with their tools and weapons, and they could breathe from its tanks instead of from their suits, and use its power and so conserve their own. But it was a strange feeling to sit within its spidery outline and see the great blank sides of the strange object draw near. When the spaceboat actually touched the vast metal wall it seemed impossible, like the approach to some sorcerer’s castle across a monstrous moat of stars.


It was real enough, though. The felted rollers touched, and Bridges grunted in satisfaction.


“Magnetic. We can anchor to it. Now what?”


“We hunt for an entrance port,” said Freddy curtly. He added: “Those openings that look like gills are the drive tubes. Their drive’s in front instead of the rear. Apparently they don’t use gyros for steering.”


The tiny craft clung to the giant’s skin, like a fly on a stranded whale. It moved slowly to the top of the rounded body, and over it, and down on the other side. Presently the cruiser came in sight again as it came up the near side once more.


“Nary a port, sir,” said Bridges blithely. “Do we cut our way in?”


“Hm-m-m,” said Freddy slowly. “We have our drive in the rear, and our control room in front. So we take on supplies amidships, and that’s where we looked. But this ship is driven from the front. Its control room might be amidships. If so, it might load at the stern. Let’s see.”


The little craft crawled to the stern of the monster.


“There!” said Freddy.


It was not like an entrance port on any vessel in the solar system. It slid aside, without hinges. There was an inner door, but it opened just as readily. There was no rush of air, and it was hard to tell if it was intended as an air lock or not.


“Air’s gone,” said Freddy. “It’s a derelict, all right. You might bring a blaster, but what we’ll mostly need is light, I think.”


The magnetic anchors took hold. The metal grip shoes of the spacesuits made loud noises inside the suits as the two of them pushed their way into the interior of the ship. The spacecruiser had been able to watch them, until now. Now they were gone.


The giant, enigmatic object which was so much like a blind fish in empty space floated on. It swung aimlessly about some inner axis. The thin sunlight, out here beyond Jupiter, smote upon it harshly. It seemed to hang motionless in mid-space against an all-surrounding background of distant and unwinking stars. The trim Space Patrol ship hung alertly a mile and a half away. Nothing seemed to happen at all.


Freddy was rather pale when he went back to the bridge. The pressure mark on his forehead from the spacesuit helmet was still visible, and he rubbed at it abstractedly. The skipper regarded him with a sort of envious bitterness. After all, any human would envy any other who had set foot in an alien spaceship. Lieutenant Bridges followed him. For an instant there were no words. Then Bridges saluted briskly:


“Reporting back on board, sir, and returning to watch duty after permitted volunteer activity.”


The skipper touched his hat sourly. Bridges departed with crisp precision. The skipper regarded Freddy with the helpless fury of a senior officer who has been ordered to prove a junior officer a fool, and who has seen the assignment blow up in his face and that of the superior officers who ordered it. It was an enraging situation. Freddy Holmes, newly commissioned and assigned to the detector station on Luna which keeps track of asteroids and meteor streams, had discovered a small object coming in over Neptune. Its speed was too high for it to be a regular member of the solar system, so he’d reported it as a visitor and suggested immediate examination. But junior officers are not supposed to make discoveries. It violates tradition, which is a sort of Ethical Equation in the Space Patrol. So Freddy was slapped down for his presumption. And he slapped back, on account of the Ethical Equations’ bearing upon scientific discoveries. The first known object to come from beyond the stars ought to be examined. Definitely. So, most unprofessionally for a Space Patrol junior, Freddy raised a stink.


The present state of affairs was the result. He had an uncle who was a prominent politician. That uncle went before the Space Patrol Board and pointed out smoothly that his nephew’s discovery was important. He demonstrated with mathematical precision that the Patrol was being ridiculous in ignoring a significant discovery simply because a junior officer had made it. And the Board, seething at outside interference, ordered Freddy to be taken to the object he had detected, given absolute command of the spacecruiser which had taken him there, and directed to make the examination he had suggested. By all the laws of probability, he would have to report that the hunk of matter from beyond the solar system was just like hunks of matter in it. And then the Board would pin back both his and his uncle’s ears with a vengeance.


But now the hunk of matter turned out to be a fish-shaped artifact from an alien civilization. It turned out to be important. So the situation was one to make anybody steeped in Patrol tradition grind his teeth.


“The thing, sir,” said Freddy evenly, “is a spaceship. It is driven by atomic engines shooting blasts sternward from somewhere near the bow. Apparently they steer only by hand. Apparently, too, there was a blow-up in the engine room and they lost most of their fuel out the tube vents. After that, the ship was helpless though they patched up the engines after a fashion. It is possible to calculate that in its practically free fall to the sun it’s been in its present state for a couple of thousand years.”


“I take it, then,” said the skipper with fine irony, “that there are no survivors of the crew.”


“It presents several problems, sir,” said Freddy evenly, “and that’s one of them.” He was rather pale. “The ship is empty of air, but her tanks are full. Storage spaces containing what look like supplies are only partly emptied. The crew did not starve or suffocate. The ship simply lost most of her fuel. So it looks like they prepared the ship to endure an indefinite amount of floating about in free space and”—he hesitated—”then it looks like they went into suspended animation. They’re all on board, in transparent cases that have—machinery attached. Maybe they thought they’d be picked up by sister ships sooner or later.”


The skipper blinked.


“Suspended animation? They’re alive?” Then he said sharply: “What sort of ship is it? Cargo?”


“No, sir.” said Freddy. “That’s another problem. Bridges and I agree that it’s a fighting ship, sir. There are rows of generators serving things that could only be weapons. By the way they’re braced, there are tractor beams and pressor beams and—there are vacuum tubes that have grids but apparently work with cold cathodes. By the size of the cables that lead to them, those tubes handle amperages up in the thousands. You can figure that one out, sir.”


The skipper paced two steps this way, and two steps that. The thing was stupendous. But his instructions were precise.


“I’m under your orders,” he said doggedly. “What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to work myself to death, I suppose,” said Freddy unhappily, “and some other men with me. I want to go over that ship backwards, forwards, and sideways with scanners, and everything the scanners see photographed back on board, here. I want men to work the scanners and technicians on board to direct them for their specialties. I want to get every rivet and coil in that whole ship on film before touching anything.”


The skipper said grudgingly:


“That’s not too foolish. Very well, Mr. Holmes, it will be done.”


“Thank you,” said Freddy. He started to leave the bridge, and stopped. “The men to handle the scanners,” he added, “ought to be rather carefully picked. Imaginative men wouldn’t do. The crew of that ship—they look horribly alive, and they aren’t pretty. And … er … the plastic cases they’re in are arranged to open from inside. That’s another problem still, sir.”


He went on down. The skipper clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace the bridge furiously. The first object from beyond the stars was a spaceship. It had weapons the Patrol had only vainly imagined. And he, a two-and-a-half-striper, had to stand by and take orders for its investigation from a lieutenant junior grade just out of the Academy. Because of politics! The skipper ground his teeth—


Then Freddy’s last comment suddenly had meaning. The plastic cases in which the alien’s crew lay in suspended animation opened from the inside. From the inside!


Cold sweat came out on the skipper’s forehead as he realized the implication. Tractor and pressor beams, and the ship’s fuel not quite gone, and the suspended-animation cases opening from the inside—


There was a slender coaxial cable connecting the two spacecraft, now. They drifted in sunward together. The little cruiser was dwarfed by the alien giant.


The sun was very far away; brighter than any star, to be sure, and pouring out a fierce radiation, but still very far from a warming orb. All about were the small, illimitably distant lights which were stars. There was exactly one object in view which had an appreciable diameter. That was Jupiter, a new moon in shape, twenty million miles sunward and eighty million miles farther along its orbit. The rest was emptiness.


The spidery little spaceboat slid along the cable between the two craft. Spacesuited figures got out and clumped on magnetic-soled shoes to the air lock. They went in.


Freddy came to the bridge. The skipper said hoarsely:


“Mr. Holmes, I would like to make a request. You are, by orders of the Board, in command of this ship until your investigation of the ship yonder is completed.”


Freddy’s face was haggard and worn. He said abstractedly:


“Yes, sir. What is it?”


“I would like,” said the Arnina’s skipper urgently, “to send a complete report of your investigation so far. Since you are in command, I cannot do so without your permission.”


“I would rather you didn’t, sir,” said Freddy. Tired as he was, his jaws clamped. “Frankly, sir, I think they’d cancel your present orders and issue others entirely.”


The skipper bit his lip. That was the idea. The scanners had sent back complete images of almost everything in the other ship, now. Everything was recorded on film. The skipper had seen the monsters which were the crew of the extrasolar vessel. And the plastic cases in which they had slumbered for at least two thousand years did open from the inside. That was what bothered him. They did open from the inside!


The electronics technicians of the Arnina were going about in stilly rapture, drawing diagrams for each other and contemplating the results with dazed appreciation. The gunnery officer was making scale, detailed design-drawings for weapons he had never hoped for, and waking up of nights to feel for those drawings and be sure that they were real. But the engineer officer was wringing his hands. He wanted to take the other ship’s engines apart. They were so enormously smaller than the Arnina’s drive, and yet they had driven a ship with eighty-four times the Arnina’s mass—and he could not see how they could work.


The alien ship was ten thousand years ahead of the Arnina. Its secrets were being funneled over to the little Earth-ship at a rapid rate. But the cases holding its still-living crew opened from the inside.


“Nevertheless, Mr. Holmes,” the skipper said feverishly, “I must ask permission to send that report.”


“But I am in command,” said Freddy tiredly, “and I intend to stay in command. I will give you a written order forbidding you to make a report, sir. Disobedience will be mutiny.”


The skipper grew almost purple.


“Do you realize,” he demanded savagely, “that if the crew of that ship is in suspended animation, and if their coffins or containers open only from inside—do you realize that they expect to open them themselves?”


“Yes, sir,” said Freddy wearily. “Of course. Why not?”


“Do you realize that cables from those containers lead to thermobatteries in the ship’s outer plating? The monsters knew they couldn’t survive without power, but they knew that in any other solar system they could get it! So they made sure they’d pass close to our sun with what power they dared use, and went into suspended animation with a reserve of power to land on and thermobatteries that would waken them when it was time to set to work!”


“Yes, sir,” said Freddy, as wearily as before. “They had courage, at any rate. But what would you do about that?”


“I’d report it to Headquarters!” raged the skipper. “I’d report that this is a warship capable of blasting the whole Patrol out of the ether and smashing our planets! I’d say it was manned by monsters now fortunately helpless, but with fuel enough to maneuver to a landing. And I’d ask authority to take their coffins out of their ship and destroy them! Then I’d—”


“I did something simpler,” said Freddy. “I disconnected the thermobatteries. They can’t revive. So I’m going to get a few hours’ sleep. If you’ll excuse me—”


He went to his own cabin and threw himself on his bunk.


Men with scanners continued to examine every square inch of the monster derelict. They worked in spacesuits. To have filled the giant hull with air would practically have emptied the Arnina’s tanks. A spacesuited man held a scanner before a curious roll of flexible substance, on which were inscribed symbols. His headphones brought instructions from the photo room. A record of some sort was being duplicated by photography. There were scanners at work in the storerooms, the crew’s quarters, the gun mounts. So far no single article had been moved from the giant stranger. That was Freddy’s order. Every possible bit of information was being extracted from every possible object, but nothing had been taken away. Even chemical analysis was being done by scanner, using cold-light spectrography applied from the laboratory on the cruiser.


And Freddy’s unpopularity had not lessened. The engineer officer cursed him luridly. The stranger’s engines, now—they had been patched up after an explosion, and they were tantalizingly suggestive. But their working was unfathomable. The engineer officer wanted to get his hands on them. The physiochemical officer wanted to do some analysis with his own hands, instead of by cold-light spectrography over a scanner. And every man, from the lowest enlisted apprentice to the skipper himself, wanted to get hold of some artifact made by an alien, non-human race ten thousand years ahead of human civilization. So Freddy was unpopular.


But that was only part of his unhappiness. He felt that he had acted improperly. The Ethical Equations gave mathematical proof that probabilities and ethics are interlinked, so that final admirable results cannot be expected from unethical beginnings. Freddy had violated discipline—which is one sort of ethics—and after that through his uncle had interjected politics into Patrol affairs. Which was definitely a crime. By the Equations, the probability of disastrous coincidences was going to be enormous until corrective, ethically proper action was taken to cancel out the original crimes. And Freddy had been unable to devise such action. He felt, too, that the matter was urgent. He slept uneasily despite his fatigue, because there was something in the back of his mind which warned him stridently that disaster lay ahead.


Freddy awoke still unrefreshed and stared dully at the ceiling over his head. He was trying discouragedly to envision a reasonable solution when there came a tap on his door. It was Bridges with a batch of papers.


“Here you are!” he said cheerfully, when Freddy opened to him. “Now we’re all going to be happy!”


Freddy took the extended sheets.


“What’s happened?” he asked. “Did the skipper send for fresh orders regardless, and I’m to go in the brig?”


Bridges, grinning, pointed to the sheets of paper in Freddy’s hand. They were from the physiochemical officer, who was equipped to do exact surveys on the lesser heavenly bodies.


“Elements found in the alien vessel,” was the heading of a list. Freddy scanned the list. No heavy elements, but the rest was familiar. There had been pure nitrogen in the fuel tank, he remembered, and the engineer officer was going quietly mad trying to understand how they had used nitrogen for atomic power. Freddy looked down to the bottom. Iron was the heaviest element present.


“Why should this make everybody happy?” asked Freddy.


Bridges pointed with his finger. The familiar atomic symbols had unfamiliar numerals by them. H3, Li5, Gl8—He blinked. He saw N15, F18, S34,35—Then he stared. Bridges grinned.


“Try to figure what that ship’s worth!” he said happily. “It’s all over the Arnina. Prize money isn’t allowed in the Patrol, but five percent of salvage is. Hydrogen three has been detected on Earth, but never isolated. Lithium five doesn’t exist on Earth, or glucinium eight, or nitrogen fifteen or oxygen seventeen or fluorine eighteen or sulphur thirty-four or thirty-five! The whole ship is made up of isotopes that simply don’t exist in the solar system! And you know what pure isotopes sell for! The hull’s practically pure iron fifty-five! Pure iron fifty-four sells for thirty-five credits a gram! Talk about the lost treasures of Mars! For technical use only, the stripped hull of this stranger is worth ten years’ revenue of Earth government! Every man on the Arnina is rich for life. And you’re popular!”


Freddy did not smile.


“Nitrogen fifteen,” he said slowly. “That’s what’s in the remaining fuel tank. It goes into a queer little aluminum chamber we couldn’t figure out, and from there into the drive tubes. I see—”


He was very pale. Bridges beamed.


“A hundred thousand tons of materials that simply don’t exist on Earth! Pure isotopes, intact! Not a contamination in a carload! My dear chap, I’ve come to like you, but you’ve been hated by everyone else. Now come out and bask in admiration and affection!”


Freddy said, unheeding:


“I’ve been wondering what that aluminum chamber was for. It looked so infernally simple, and I couldn’t see what it did—”


“Come out and have a drink!” insisted Bridges joyously. “Be lionized! Make friends and influence people!”


“No,” said Freddy. He smiled mirthlessly. “I’ll be lynched later anyhow. Hm-m-m. I want to talk to the engineer officer. We want to get that ship navigating under its own power. It’s too big to do anything with towlines.”


“But nobody’s figured out its engines!” protested Bridges. “Apparently there’s nothing but a tiny trickle of nitrogen through a silly chamber that does something to it, and then it flows through aluminum baffles into the drive tubes. It’s too simple! How are you going to make a thing like that work?”


“I think,” said Freddy, “it’s going to be horribly simple. That whole ship is made up of isotopes we don’t have on Earth. No. It has aluminum and carbon. They’re simple substances. Theirs and ours are just alike. But most of the rest—”


He was pale. He looked as if he were suffering.


“I’ll get a couple of tanks made up, of aluminum, and filled with nitrogen. Plain air should do—And I’ll want a gyro-control. I’ll want it made of aluminum, too, with graphite bearings—”


He grinned mirthlessly at Bridges.


“Ever hear of the Ethical Equations, Bridges? You’d never expect them to suggest the answer to a space-drive problem, would you? But that’s what they’ve done. I’ll get the engineer officer to have those things made up. It’s nice to have known you, Bridges—”


As Bridges went out, Freddy Holmes sat down, wetting his lips, to make sketches for the engineer officer to work from.


The control room and the engine room of the monster ship were one. It was a huge, globular chamber filled with apparatus of startlingly alien design. To Freddy, and to Bridges too, now, there was not so much of monstrousness as at first. Eight days of familiarity, and knowledge of how they worked, had made them seem almost normal. But still it was eerie to belt themselves before the instrument board, with only their hand lamps for illumination, and cast a last glance at the aluminum replacements of parts that had been made on some planet of another sun.


“If this works,” said Freddy, and swallowed, “we’re lucky. Here’s the engine control. Cross your fingers, Bridges.”


The interior of the hulk was still airless. Freddy shifted a queerly shaped lever an infinitesimal trace. There was a slight surging movement of the whole vast hull. A faint murmuring came through the fabric of the monster ship to the soles of their spacesuit boots. Freddy wet his lips and touched another lever.


“This should be lights.”


It was. Images formed on the queerly shaped screens. The whole interior of the ship glowed. And the whole creation had been so alien as somehow to be revolting, in the harsh white light of the hand lamps the men had used. But now it was like a highly improbable fairy palace. The fact that all doors were circular and all passages round tubes was only pleasantly strange, in the many-colored glow of the ship’s own lighting system. Freddy shook his head in his spacesuit helmet, as if to shake away drops of sweat on his forehead.


“The next should be heat,” he said more grimly than before. “We do not touch that! Oh, definitely! But we try the drive.”


The ship stirred. It swept forward in a swift smooth acceleration that was invincibly convincing of power. The Arnina dwindled swiftly behind. And Freddy, with compressed lips, touched controls here, and there, and the monstrous ship obeyed with the docility of a willing, well-trained animal. It swept back to clear sight of the Arnina.


“I would say,” said Bridges in a shaking voice, “that it works. The Patrol has nothing like this!”


“No,” said Freddy shortly. His voice sounded sick. “Not like this! It’s a sweet ship. I’m going to hook in the gyro controls. They ought to work. The creatures who made this didn’t use them. I don’t know why. But they didn’t.”


He cut off everything but the lights. He bent down and looked in the compact little aluminum device which would control the flow of nitrogen to the port and starboard drive tubes.


Freddy came back to the control board and threw in the drive once more. And the gyro control worked. It should. After all, the tool work of a Space Patrol machinist should be good. Freddy tested it thoroughly. He set it on a certain fine adjustment. He threw three switches. Then he picked up one tiny kit he had prepared.


“Come along,” he said tiredly. “Our work’s over. We go back to the Arnina and I probably get lynched.”


Bridges, bewildered, followed him to the spidery little spaceboat. They cast off from the huge ship, now three miles or more from the Arnina and untenanted save by its own monstrous crew in suspended animation. The Space Patrol cruiser shifted position to draw near and pick them up. And Freddy said hardly:


“Remember the Ethical Equations, Bridges? I said they gave me the answer to that other ship’s drive. If they were right, it couldn’t have been anything else. Now I’m going to find out about something else.”


His spacegloved hands worked clumsily. From the tiny kit he spilled out a single small object. He plopped it into something from a chest in the spaceboat—a mortar shell, as Bridges saw incredulously. He dropped that into the muzzle of a line-mortar the spaceboat carried as a matter of course. He jerked the lanyard. The mortar flamed. Expanding gases beat at the spacesuits of the men. A tiny, glowing, crimson spark sped toward outer space. Seconds passed. Three. Four. Five—


“Apparently I’m a fool,” said Freddy, in the grimmest voice Bridges had ever heard.


But then there was light. And such light! Where the dwindling red spark of a tracer mortar shell had sped toward infinitely distant stars, there was suddenly an explosion of such incredible violence as even the proving-grounds of the Space Patrol had never known. There was no sound in empty space. There was no substance to be heated to incandescence other than that of a half-pound tracer shell. But there was a flare of blue-white light and a crash of such violent static that Bridges was deafened by it. Even through the glass of his helmet he felt a flash of savage heat. Then there was—nothing.
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