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—OPENING PARAGRAPH FROM THE
OFFICIAL 1939 WORLD’S FAIR GUIDE BOOK

And I believe
These are the days of lasers in the jungle,
Lasers in the jungle somewhere,
Staccato signals of constant information,
A loose affiliation of millionaires
And billionaires and baby,
These are the days of miracle and wonder,
This is the long distance call,
The way the camera follows us in slo-mo
The way we look to us all, o-yeah,
The way we look to a distant constellation
That’s dying in a corner of the sky,
These are the days of miracle and wonder
And don’t cry baby,
don’t cry

—PAUL SIMON, “THE BOY IN THE BUBBLE”


THE ASTOUNDING,
THE AMAZING, AND
THE UNKNOWN



A SINGULARITY


THE DAY BROKE hot for early June. By midday, when the young man returned to the New Yorker Hotel on Eighth Avenue, the heat was so powerful it seemed to physically pound off the sidewalk into his head. He hurried into the somewhat cooler lobby, stripping off his coat as he rotated through the revolving door. His fingers clawed at the necktie knot, the fabric already so damp with sweat it wouldn’t untie.

“Hello, Dick.”

He must have missed the chubby man with the oily hair sitting in the overstuffed chair on his first pass through the lobby. Or else the man had oozed into the chair while he had been outside. Either way, in typical fashion, he looked as if he had been there forever and that it might take a lot of effort to get him out of the chair. “Hot like New Mexico, yes?” The accent was thick, Eastern European, and unforgettable.

“Worse, Eddie,” he replied, grunting as he finally hooked the tip of his finger into the knot and, by careful wiggling, managed to create a pathway that allowed him to loosen the noose around his neck. “Manhattan’s soggier.”

Eddie’s head nod conceded the point. “Still, the heat seems apropos for our mission. One last secret mission. When did you get in?”

“A couple of days ago.” Dick dropped into the partner chair, sinking into its cool leather as the elevator doors parted to reveal even more long-lost friends: Dave, Johnny, Julian, their healthy desert tans bleached gray by the dark warrens of academia they had returned to, and their eyes lacking the gleam of the mission.

“Is the Buddha coming?” Dick asked Johnny who, of all of them, would know.

The shrug in response was noncommittal. “Is the wind blowing in from the west? Are the planets in alignment? Have we all paid our obeisance?”

“Is there a reporter within a hundred yards?” Dave asked, finishing his query with a vast yawn.

“Jeez, Dave,” Julian said. “Did you sleep the whole morning away? We went down to the Statue of Liberty and had lunch at the Waldorf.”

“Hot out there,” Dave responded with a still-sleepy shrug.

“You never were one to submit to the rigors of a military life,” Eddie said, with a little more sarcasm than Dick thought necessary, but then again, maybe it was just his accent. Dick could never know for sure.

“I went to the Stork Club last night,” Dick said, changing the subject. “I saw Hedy Lamarr there. You know what she told me?”

“Wait,” Dave said, awake at last. “You spoke with Hedy Lamarr?”

“We had a drink. So? You want to know what she told me, or what?”

“Was she beautiful?” Johnny asked eagerly. “You know?” His hands cut a wavy path through the air.

“For God’s sake,” Other Johnny, who had just rotated through the revolving door along with a few other familiar faces (though not the Buddha), said. “Dick’s a married man.”

The silence surrounded them all as if the thick New York air had suddenly poured through the doors and swirled around them. While most of the men had turned to examine the marble inlays on the floor, or the deco lamps, Julian cleared his throat and gave Other Johnny a nudge and a murmur, “Jesus, Johnny.”

Dick hated moments like this. He had built a staunch dam to hold off the black pain, thick enough that he couldn’t hear its lapping waves, could almost forget. But for all the construction and heavy materials, simple turbulence always caused the dark waters to spill over the top. He felt that the others were aware that he was now soaked and chilled—worse, he could tell that they were afraid that they had been splashed. It was now his mess to clean up. He had to make the others feel good even though he felt awful.

“That’s okay.” He smiled, trying his best to be reassuring—to let them know the sadness that had touched his life wouldn’t touch theirs.

“God, I’m so sorry, Dick. It’s just that seeing everyone here again, I forgot about what happened … with Evelyn.”

“Really, Johnny. It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

“Go on, Dick,” Julian said. “What could some actress have possibly said to you to so captivate your intellect?”

He took a deep breath, forcing the darkness back behind the dam. “She’s an inventor.”

“Of what?” Eddie sneered. “Lipstick?”

“Hold on to your hats, fellas. The Ziegfeld girl has patented a method of getting radio signals to hop frequencies across the spectrum so that no one can intercept them or block them except the receiver, which is in such perfect sync that an airplane can control a torpedo in the water below.”

The men surrounding him, and there were even more now than there were a few moments ago, grew silent. There was a lot of powerful gray matter in the room, and each molecule was pondering whether such a thing was possible. “How’d she do that?” Julian asked at last, in a subdued voice which indicated that much of his brain was still churning over the information.

“Her co-inventor is a composer who’s done a lot of work getting player pianos to, well, play in perfect unison. They’ve applied the same technique to their invention.”

“Wasn’t Jimmy Stewart in Ziegfeld Girl? The best movies always have Jimmy Stewart in them, don’t they? In fact, Dick, you should keep that in mind when you tell your stories. Always try to work in Jimmy Stewart.” The faces that had been watching Dick with such attention now swiveled away from him in a smooth motion which reminded him of iron filings being drawn toward a strong magnet suddenly placed in proximity. “Anyway, gentlemen, appears our bus is here.” The Buddha had arrived.

The group—Dick estimated about thirty—followed the tall, thin man, as they always did. He led them across the lobby, and as Dick waited for all the others to file through the door, Julian slid up to him.

“You know who died here?”

“Jimmy Stewart?”

Julian shook his head. “Nikola Tesla.”

“Really?” A thought occurred to Dick just as the door spun around to accept Julian. “I’ve got a Tesla story for you.”

“So, Dick,” Eddie quipped, behind him. “How does Hedy Lamarr plan on putting a player piano in a torpedo?”

The privately chartered bus was sleek, draped in brilliant aluminum like the hull of a brand-new airliner. More men he recognized but hadn’t seen in several years milled around its door. Coats were off and the white shirts were stained yellow with sweat. Smart as they were, it hadn’t occurred to them to enter the lobby to escape, so they had reddened and withered in the city heat.

Dick climbed aboard behind Isidor, listening to the old man’s knees crack and pop with each step, waiting for him to teeter backwards. But Isidor’s momentum carried him forward at the last moment, with a last-minute assist from the driver. Dick could see Julian and Eddie had been forced into the back of the bus by the crush of men, and he swung himself into a window seat. He didn’t know the man who sat next to him, a lot of people had been involved, especially toward the end. He didn’t feel like introducing himself. The stranger pulled his hat down over his face and was soon snoring lightly.

The fully packed bus pulled away from the curb, cigarette and pipe smoke pouring from its windows, and made a left on 34th. He quietly drummed the tips of his fingers against the cool cloth of the seat in front of him, tapping out an exotic Polynesian rhythm he’d never actually heard with his own ears yet had always seemed attuned to. The sun appeared to balance on top of the antenna mast of the Empire State Building as the bus swung another left onto Sixth. The syncopation of his left hand felt a millisecond off, sluggish. He examined the back of his finger as if he’d never seen it before. He had thought that his own dark New Mexico tan would never fade, but it had, and with it, the last physical proof that he had once worn a wedding ring, had once been married. That almost imperceptible weight which had encircled his finger was throwing him off. She had died a little over a year ago. He had only just stopped wearing the ring.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pulp magazine; its purchase had been the reason he had left the comfort of the hotel in the first place. He unrolled it, appreciating the crackle of the cover, the already slightly musty smell. The paper was so cheap that it hadn’t even been able to absorb the sweat seeping through the fabric right against his skin. As the bus rolled past Radio City Music Hall and the lofty RCA Building which rose above, he ran a hand over it to smooth it. The painting showed a man in a trench coat escaping from a volcano with what appeared to be a Bible tucked under his arm, while a ghostly figure shadowed him. The other pulp that had vied for his money was the latest issue of Amazing, and its cover had presented an exceptionally attractive female astronaut battling some kind of robot. But the issue of Astounding that he had ultimately purchased promoted the first installment of a novel by L. Ron Hubbard called The End Is Not Yet. He’d never read Hubbard before. But after the story he’d recently heard, he wanted to know more.

“Really, Dick?” The Buddha hovered over him, his long, curved pipe clenched between his teeth, his eyes radiant. He had been moving back through the bus, pausing to speak with each passenger. It was Dick’s turn. “Is this where a young boddhisattva such as yourself seeks enlightenment?”

“Our future is in pulps like these. In fact, I daresay that if it weren’t for the pulps, we might not have won the war.”

“Please!”

“I’m serious. Some of the best ideas are found in science fiction.”

“And the worst, as well. Monsters from Mars,” the Buddha said, with a smirk that threatened to slide from sarcastic to sardonic—he hated to lose an argument more than anything.

“Space travel,” Dick shot back.

“Free energy.” The smirk was hardening fast.

“Doomsday weapons,” Dick said, with finality. The Buddha’s mouth twitched ever so slightly and the smirk was gone. Then the Buddha was too, moving on down the bus to hold other conversations, basking in and bestowing his glory.

The charter made its way over the Queensboro Bridge and headed along 25 toward Long Island. Dick dove into his magazine, looking up periodically to take note as the view changed from cityscape to acres upon acres of vast suburban construction projects, overwhelming in their endless sameness, until they gave way at last to rustic farmland, awaiting its time to be sold, developed, paved over, populated. To take its place in the future.

As a sign for the Shoreham exit whizzed past, Julian spoke up from the rear, his voice carrying easily as most of the men were dozing lightly. “Who’s up for paying a visit to Wardenclyffe?” This elicited several chuckles from the more alert passengers. But before the itinerary change could be discussed or discounted, the wail of rapidly approaching sirens roused even the deepest of the slumberers. Behind the bus four police-ridden motorcycles had appeared, followed by two shiny Chevy Stylemasters, lights awhirl. The bus slowed down to let the vehicles pass. A pair of the bikes and one of the sedans shot quickly along the left side of the bus while the others moved into a position directly behind.

“They’ve flanked us,” Dick said to the stranger next to him. Adrenaline surged through him, and a quick glance around showed that none of the others was taking this lightly. So much of their time together had been spent in secrecy, living with the fear of espionage, kidnapping, sabotage, treason, or betrayal. This felt like the hammer drop they had all expected—a climax he had given up waiting for, yet somehow, still wanted. He guessed he’d always wanted to see what might happen. What the enemy might do. How he might react.

The driver attempted to slow down but the motorcycle cop in front of him indicated by his wave that he should maintain his speed and simply follow. For the most part, the men sat silently, helplessly watching events unfold. Even the Buddha remained passive. Dick overheard Other Johnny conspiring to put up a fight, but knew the scrawny man barely had the strength or stamina to punch a timecard, let alone a cop—if these were cops and not some enemy in disguise. Still, he strained to listen to Johnny, and Other Johnny, struggling to generate a plan, though he couldn’t be sure if it was one of escape or resistance.

Soon the escort forced the bus to follow them as they turned from the highway down a country lane. Picking up speed, they barreled through a small town, the Post Office sign read GREENPORT, running the red lights. The police led the bus into the parking lot behind a long, one-story building and drew the convoy to a halt so that the bus door was positioned only a few short steps from the dark entrance. The driver pulled the lever to open the door, permitting one of the cops to enter. He was young, but old enough to have been in the war; his impassive expression was impossible to read.

“Hey, now.” Willis had been riding behind the driver and he now stood to confront the officer. “You can’t do this. What’s the big idea?”

“Into the building, gentlemen,” the cop replied, in a tone that indicated that nothing was up for either question or discussion. The other policemen had formed a gauntlet on either side of the path leading from the bus to the building. Willis looked at the Buddha, who shrugged and nodded. The men began to file off and into the building, past the impassive cops, still as the New Mexico cacti had been.

Even before Dick’s turn to rise came, he could hear the sound—a rushing as of heavy winds or surf. He knew he was near the beach, but he didn’t think he was close enough to hear it. As he climbed down the steps, it became obvious that the noise emanated from inside the building. He took a deep breath and followed his seat mate in. It wasn’t quite as dark inside as it had seemed from the bus.

Someone clutched his hand and was shaking it before he realized that he knew the man who was greeting him.

“Duncan? What the hell are you doing here?” In the rush of all the familiar faces in the hotel lobby, it wasn’t until he saw the man’s face here that he realized he hadn’t been on the bus.

“Hello, Dick! Go on in!” Duncan was grinning from ear to ear, pleased as hell with himself. Before answering Dick’s question he had already grabbed the hand of the man behind him to greet him. Dick was hustled along through another door where the source of the loud noise was revealed.

The banquet hall was large and filled with a great number of people, men in uniform as well as women in their church finest and other men dressed as for a day at the bank. They were all on their feet, stamping, cheering, and whistling as the bus passengers filed in to the front of the great room. The ovation showed no sign of ceasing throughout the entire time it took for the men to finish entering the hall. In fact, when the doors closed behind Julian and Eddie, the roar grew even louder. Beneath its onslaught, the Buddha stood like a lighthouse in a storm, letting the approbation break over him before its spray landed on the others, smiling contentedly as he puffed on his pipe.

A man stepped forward, clapping harder and louder than all the others. He wore a seersucker suit (it was Long Island in the summer, after all) and had the healthy glow of one recently off the golf course. The wave of a hand quickly silenced the room. Then, with the same hand, he gestured toward the group of befuddled men. “These,” he said, “are the men who saved my life!”

Cheers broke out again, and evolved in three lusty cries of hip-hip-hooray.

The man in the seersucker suit approached the Buddha and the room grew quiet. “My name is John White and today I’m the president of the local Chamber of Commerce. But four years ago, I was a Marine at Okinawa—part of the Steel Hurricane. And once we took that hellhole, we knew it was only a matter of time before we used it as a stepping stone to Japan. I would have died in that invasion. I was lucky too many times. Thousands of me and my brothers, good American boys, would have been killed trying to beat down the Japanese. Then, these men—they ended the war with a one-two punch! Hiroshima! Nagasaki!” He paused for applause, which lasted a while.

“When I heard they were coming out to Shelter Island for some sort of brainiac conference, I decided that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for me. I called a buddy at General Electric, and he called a buddy at AT&T, and he got in touch with his buddy Duncan MacInnes at the New York Academy of Sciences, who was organizing the whole thing, and he helped me plan this little shanghai.”

He held out his hand to the Buddha. “On behalf of all those American lives you saved, I just wanted to say, thank you, Dr. Oppenheimer.” The room began to shake again with cheers and stomps. White had to holler to be heard over the din as he finished. “Thanks to all of you fellas from the Manhattan Project!”

Beautiful young women in sparkling short dresses with a faint military echo and high white boots now emerged from the crowd to lead Dick and his friends to open seats at the tables around the room.

“Great,” Julian whispered in his ear. “We’ve got to make small talk.”

“Just pretend you’ve taken some peyote again,” Dick replied.

“I don’t have to pretend,” Julian said, as he guided Dick to a stand behind the chair next to his at a table otherwise occupied by Greenport’s high society. “I think I’m having a flashback.” The girls of the color guard, having seated everyone, disappeared to the farthest corners of the ballroom. Dick turned around, trying to see where everyone had ended up.

“Hi, there,” the plump man across the table said. “I’m Francis Lucia. You can call me Frank. Either of you paisans Enrico Fermi?”

“He couldn’t come,” Dick said.

“Oh.” Their table host seemed disappointed. “This is Julian Schwinger,” he continued.

“That doesn’t sound at all Italian.”

“Not even a little,” Julian agreed.

“How about Professor Einstein?” the woman who was apparently Mrs. Lucia asked eagerly. “I’ve always wanted to meet him.”

“He wasn’t part of the Project.” Julian shrugged. “But Dick here has worked with him.”

“Hi, I’m …” Dick began to introduce himself, but there was a commotion caused by the Buddha being given a seat right behind his. Cries of “Speech! Speech!” shook the rafters of the hall. Now it was the Buddha’s turn to hold up a hand and silence a roomful of people at once. He alone remained standing as everyone else took to their seats.

“Thank you all so much for the honor you do us this evening by welcoming us into your community and so generously sharing the fruits of your prosperity with us,” he began in a voice that commanded attention. “May you all live to enjoy this new golden age that is now upon us.” He paused as if he hadn’t considered the meaning of the words before. He repeated them again in a voice so low that only Dick, sitting directly before him, could hear them. “A Golden Age.

“A time when all wishes are granted, when possibilities are boundless, and there are no limits on what the imagination can accomplish. It’s been my experience that a Golden Age has usually ended just prior to my arrival. That I missed it. It happened without me. Not this time. All of us together, not just those of us who toiled at Los Alamos, but those who fought their way across Europe or the Pacific, or waited here at home and kept the home fires burning—we have all passed from the end of one era and into the dawn of a new age.

“So let us choose to discover the wonders of this age before it passes, just as we celebrate the glories of past eras. But let’s choose not to dwell there in the past for too long, or the future may pass us all by. The sun sets on an era and dawn rises on a new age. Thank you.”

Dick felt certain that few in the room had understood the Buddha, but what was obvious was that all felt that they had. Soon after, the ovation faded away, and what then occurred was a riot of roasted meats and fish, pastas of various shapes and sauces, the produce of the region’s best farms, and copious amounts of cold bottled beer.

Sometime after nine, the physicists were released from the banquet hall and reboarded the bus. The heat of the day had given way to a breeze-fed ocean cool. Even before the bus pulled away from the parking lot, half its occupants were asleep. Dick was too full to sleep and knew that if he tried to read, it might make him ill, so he tried to make out the sights and shapes in the darkness. Soon they arrived at the edge of water, and Dick watched as the ferry emerged from the mist. After the short voyage, the bus finally delivered its cargo to the front door of the Phillip’s Inn, a converted Dutch barn which was to be the site of the conference on the state of physics theory.

Still feeling bloated after checking in and unpacking his small bag, Dick was debating whether or not to turn in or take a walk around the grounds when there was a knock at his door.

“Come on down for a drink,” Julian said from the other side.

In the small parlor, the innkeeper poured them each a glass of scotch and they headed outside to a long pier that jutted out into Long Island Sound. It creaked beneath their weight. Dick smelled the pipe smoke before he caught sight of the glowing embers, hovering six feet above the deck.

“Hello, fellas,” the Buddha said from the end of the dock.

“Hi, Bob,” Julian replied. “It’s Julian and Dick. We didn’t realize you were out here. We’ll leave you to your thoughts.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” the Buddha said. “It’s great to see both of you again. We can have a chat this evening before everything breaks down to its subatomic state.”

“Great,” Dick said. He sat upon the dock and removed his shoes and socks, then rolled up his pants, letting his feet dangle into the cool water. It wasn’t long before Julian and the Buddha had joined him.

Julian took a long sip of his drink and then said, “Dick, didn’t you say you had a Tesla story?”

“Ugh,” he grunted. “If I started that story now, we’d be here all night long.”

“I’m wide awake,” Julian said.

“So am I,” said the Buddha. “It’ll be just like New Mexico again, staying up all night listening to your stories.”

Dick sighed. “I don’t know, Bob. It’s about the pulps and I know how you feel about those.”

“So change my mind,” was the response. “Come on, Feynman. Show us why you’ve come to be called the Great Explainer.”

He swirled the water with his feet, feeling the pressure of millions of molecules flow against his skin. “The first thing you have to understand about this story is that it’s mostly true. But the second thing I have to remind you is that we’re scientists. And no one should understand more than us that the science of this age tells us that a tale, like time, and even the truth, is relative to the observed. And the observer.

“Believe what you want. This is the story I heard the other night at the White Horse Tavern. When I’m done, you tell me where the science ends and the science fiction begins.”



ISSUE 1
THE FREE WILL OF ATOMS


EPISODE 1

THERE WAS NOTHING elegant about Unterseeboot 213, but it was powerful, far-ranging, and grimly lethal. At a length of 220 feet, with a displacement of 769 tons, the ship could travel at up to 18 knots when surfaced and nearly 8 below the waves. Its five torpedo tubes were complemented by fifteen mine-launchers, allowing it to deliver death in ways that struck fear into the hearts of Allied sailors patrolling the North Atlantic. One of five in its class, it was the pride of the German fleet, with dozens of kills to burnish its legend.

After days of lurking off the Connecticut coast with the rest of the wolf pack, waiting for the right combination of fog, tides, and clouds, the U-boat finally slid silently past the lighthouse at Montauk Point into Long Island Sound on battery power. Soon after surfacing, the captain sent word to Müllmann that his mission was about to begin.

He was ready for the knock on his cabin door. Eagerly, he made his way through the narrow corridors, ignoring the whispers of the smelly sailors. Ungracefully, he clambered up the ladder to the deck of the ship, emerging into a cold, pounding rain. The U-boat cut slowly but steadily through a moonless black so thick it was hard to tell where the sky ended and the water began. A crewman swept an arc light back and forth through the fog every few moments, dousing it in between the short bursts.

“We are here, Herr Müllmann,” the light operator said with a smirk, before being silenced by a glare from the captain.

It occurred to Müllmann that he had never taken the time to learn this man’s name, even though he had been aboard the ship for weeks. Müllmann kept to himself.

Müllmann—garbage man. It wasn’t his name. But it was the name all had come to know him by.

“Are you certain it’s here?” the captain asked without looking at him. There was a tired, wary edge to his voice. He had commanded his ship and men bravely in bringing them this close to the shore of America, but the daring excursion had taken its toll on his nerves.

“It’s out there,” he replied. “Dead ahead.”

“You’re sure? There’s no Haimoni Island on my charts.”

Müllmann sighed. “It was removed from maps by the U.S. Army. But they couldn’t remove the island.”

“And there’s a weapon on this island? A death gas that turns men into monsters?”

Müllmann wrapped his hands around the chain railing, which dripped with salt water and condensation. “I was born in Germany and lived there for fifteen years before my father moved us to New York. Before the call of the Reich summoned me back to the Fatherland, before I met my wife and had a son there, I worked as a garbage man in Brooklyn. Can you imagine that? A proud Aryan son disposing of the refuse of the mongrel races that crowded into the tenements of Brooklyn? But it taught me to be strong inside. To choke back my disgust. To blend in. I knew a better destiny lay ahead. So I studied. Learned. And watched.

“Six years ago, my opportunity to serve the Reich presented itself. The disposal company I worked for was summoned, just before dawn, to send a truck and two of its best men to the piers at Brooklyn. My partner was a Negro and a mute. I was the educated man who kept his mouth shut, hardly spoke with anyone—more mute than the dummy. So we were called in. There had been an accident on board a ship that had docked there, an old tramp steamer called the Star of Baltimore. A black ship, old and ugly, the survivor of more seas and ports than this vessel will ever see.

“When we arrived, its decks were crawling with men from the United States Army. Such mayhem had occurred that it was difficult to piece together the series of events. There were dead Chinamen. Lots of them. Some of them had perished in some kind of gun battle; others had been killed in more horrible ways. There were men who were frozen in terrible poses as if they had died instantly after a moment of pure agony. Then there were others who had been less fortunate to live a little longer, as the skin melted from their bodies and their minds were torn apart. These creatures the soldiers were putting out of their misery. We could hear the gunshots from deep in the bowels of the ship. First there would be shouting. Then …” He shrugged.

“That’s not what we were there to take care of, though. The bodies were loaded onto Army trucks. We were to cart away pallets of worthless Chinese money that other soldiers brought up from the ship’s hold. At first I was afraid to touch it, fearing that it was tainted with whatever disease had consumed the ship’s crew. But then one of the soldiers explained to me that the calamity had been caused by the release of a gas from one of the large, rusty container drums that other soldiers were gingerly bringing down the gangplank. Several had come open, but the others were well sealed. Then I was told to shut up and go about my work. So I went about my work. But I watched and I listened. And what I heard was the call of my destiny.

“I overheard an officer mention that this was the fault of a man named Colonel Towers—and that he had met his grisly end at the hands of some monsters in the hold of his ship. This was said as his covered corpse was brought down and thrown indiscriminately with the Chinamen in the back of a truck. Later in the morning, another officer muttered that the gas had been stored safely for years on Haimoni Island and Towers should have left it there. That it was the most dangerous weapon ever created by man. And it had to be locked away again.”

“Wunderwaffe?” the first mate asked, before being silenced with a hiss from the captain.

He nodded. “It seemed as if the work that morning would never end. We weren’t allowed on the ship. All we could do was throw the paper into our truck when soldiers brought it down to us. Eventually, though, the soldiers placed the last bodies on some trucks, the last of the canisters on others, the last of the funny money in ours. Another crew went aboard and undocked the ship, taking it out of the slip and up the river. Before long, all traces of the day’s efforts were gone. We took our refuse to our incinerator, where it was turned into smoke.

“I could have gone home, then. God knows I was tired enough that I should have. Instead, I found myself in the chart room of the Public Library. I went there every day after work for weeks until I found it. The island. It existed.”

The rain abruptly stopped. The captain took the opportunity to quickly light a cigarette for him, cupping the flame from the wind and observation. His fingers were trembling so much he could barely hold it. But the smoke, when it finally entered his lungs, was relaxing.

“I kept my knowledge to myself. What was I to do with it? By the time I had returned to Germany I had nearly forgotten about the incident. But soon after the United States entered the war, I was summoned to meet a general in Berlin. He told me of an opportunity to help my country. ‘Operation Pastorius.’ Others who had spent time in America, as I had, were being recruited to return as saboteurs. Would I do the same? Would I do my duty?

“It was then that I saw my chance to seize my destiny and I knew my return had been the correct decision. I told him I had more to offer. I told him about that morning on the Star of Baltimore and of Haimoni Island. He was intrigued, to say the least. So while the other saboteurs were sent to America last year, I was held back for my own mission.”

“Good thing, that,” the captain said. U-213 had run aground on the shores of Amagansett in front of dozens of witnesses after delivering the saboteurs and had nearly been destroyed. The inept team that had put ashore had all been rounded up within months and accomplished nothing but achieving notoriety.

“True,” he nodded, shivering.

Before he could say another word, the lookout manning the searchlight called out in a low but excited voice: “Captain! Land.”

Illuminated by the cone of light, a rocky cliff rose abruptly over the U-boat. Müllmann flipped the cigarette into the water. “There’s a deep-water pier on the north side,” he told the captain, who uttered a few orders and readied for docking as the crew below sprang to action. Müllmann’s chest filled with wildly unexpected joy. The sensation of vindication, of heroic accomplishment, of destiny finally fulfilled, was something to savor forever.

Silently, like a shark circling its prey, the U-boat circled the dead island. It reeked of emptiness. Dead fish and bird corpses were splattered against the boulders while foam-tipped black waves clawed at them, trying to snatch them into their inky depths. His heart leaped at the appearance of the old wooden pier he had studied in detail and only hoped to see again. The docking was the model of German efficiency—swift, precise, and quiet. Within an hour of raising Haimoni Island, a dream he had pursued for these last six years, he took the first steps onto its slippery rocks.

The captain, and an expeditionary team of a half-dozen seamen and officers, awaited his command. At last, he was in charge. He understood the new respect in their eyes, that they realized they were in the presence of a hero to the Reich. He smiled, knowing that his destiny was about to be fulfilled. “Follow me,” he ordered, and they fell in line behind him as he headed toward the rocky path he now knew for certain awaited.

Though it was winter the black, barren trees appeared permanently leafless, grasping, striving toward a spring that would never come. And yet they were alive, swaying in the wind as they only would if the sap still flowed, however weakly. The climb over the jagged, wet stones was difficult for the men behind him, but he sprang forward and onward, setting the pace.

“What are we looking for?” he heard the first mate ask the captain.

“That!” he exclaimed. Below the ridge was a steel door, covered in rust, set into a wall of rock. The words U.S. ARMY and a warning to trespassers were still visible through the corrosion. Müllmann let his emotions run away with him at that point and half-slid, half-ran down the stone ramp that led to the door. The sailors were close behind him. He slammed into the door and let his hands soak in its coldness, the smell of rust fill his nostrils. It was real. Solid. He ran his hands over it until he found a latch. It refused to yield—he took that as a good sign. Locked was good. Locked meant Verboten. It indicated intent.

One of the sailors stepped forward with a huge wrench usually reserved for adjusting the U-boat’s great machinery. It took several men applying leverage pressure on the end, but eventually the snap of metal rang out like a gloomy, minor-chord chime, and the door swung open. He pushed his way past the men and into the darkness. “A torch,” he cried. “Bring me some light!”

He reached his hands out before him, feeling for the canisters. But everywhere his hands only met cool stone wall. And when the lights finally cut into the room, he already knew what he would see.

Emptiness.

The great concrete bunker may once have held those canisters of gas. For all anyone could tell now, it may have held as much gold as Fort Knox. But now, it was abandoned. Cleaned out. Only scrapes on the floor gave an indication that something once had been dragged through the room. He heard one of the sailors snicker. Then they were all laughing at him. Only the captain remained silent, his clenched jaws throbbing with anger. The old rage that had filled so many of his youthful days flooded through him. America had betrayed him again.

“Wunderwaffe!” The first mate spat the word at him and then burst into bitter laughter. Soon others took up the word, mocking him. “Wunderwaffe!”

He shut the door behind him and stood beside it for some time, until he turned and followed the crew back to the U-boat. As quiet as they had been on the way to the bunker, they were now boisterous to the point the captain had to calm them several times. It was relief on their part, that there was nothing mysterious, or deadly, waiting for them at the end of the journey. Now all they had to do was evade the U.S. Navy and escape the sound. But running silent was what they were bred for. They could harass Müllmann all they desired and he could hear their taunts, like the calling of the gulls. By the time he reached the dock, the rain had picked up and preparations for disembarkation were well under way. Only the captain waited on the pier. He handed Müllmann a lit cigarette.

“I can’t go home,” he said, his voice full of emptiness. “I’ll be executed for my failure.” He noticed the gun in the captain’s hand. “I guess you’re prepared for that.”

The captain shrugged. “I don’t particularly want to shoot you. We’ve already wasted enough money on you. Why spend even a bullet? You’ve said this place was your destiny? Perhaps you were right, at least about that, after all.”

Müllmann lost track of how long he stood there on the dark shore. Long after the sound of the motor had been swallowed by the mist he could hear, or thought he could at least, the taunt. Even when day broke, the sun seemed barely able to pierce the fog that shrouded the island. By midmorning he could see the north shore of Long Island. A mile, he thought. Maybe two.

The tide was still going out and would carry him east and south, toward land. The water would be cold, but with any luck he wouldn’t be in it too long. He had always been a strong swimmer, proud of his ability to be the first one in the East River, come springtime, and the last one out in the fall. There was plenty of driftwood caught in the rocks, and rope from lobster pots. A raft was out of the question, but lashing himself to something that floated was within the realm of possibility. At least this horrible island wouldn’t be his graveyard. He’d rather take his chances in the water.

There was still light in the sky when he felt sand beneath his body. He didn’t know if he had just washed up, or whether his numb body had lain there for hours. Colors swirled above him, clouds, birds, faces. Was he in Germany? Brooklyn? Valhalla? No way of knowing. Was someone shaking him or was it just the surf rocking him? Maybe a shark was eating at him? He tried to speak, to ask for help.

“Wunderwaffe.” What had he said? He asked where he was. “Wunderwaffe?” Why weren’t his ears hearing what his mind was telling his tongue to say? “Wunderwaffe?”

“Martha!”

Relief flowed through him, almost as good as warmth. There was someone near. He would not die alone. He clutched at the hand that was upon his shoulder and breathed his gratitude. “Wunderwaffe.”

“Martha! Call the police,” the voice cried out again. “Another kraut’s washed up on the beach!”

He closed his eyes and surrendered to his exhaustion. “Wunderwaffe.”


EPISODE 2


THE FUTURE BEGINS in the imagination. He knew that.

He had seen the future as clearly as he had seen the small white jellyfish trapped in the gray-green surf when he had walked along the beach that long-ago morning. They struggled against the endless churn, trying to reach the safety of the deeper waters. They had no sense of future or past. Only a dim awareness of a present that to them would seem eternal. He had appreciated it then and he could appreciate it now.

The cold sea breeze that tousled his hair as he sat on the bench in the park carried with it the scent of that particular day. The zephyr had first risen from the warm sands on the distant shores of Africa, on the other side of the ocean long months ago, losing its heat as it traveled toward America. The faint taste of salt it left on his lips resurrected memories far more distant than the journey of the wind; a gift of the past in the present.

He could remember the vibration of the wooden lever he had held in his hand, thrumming with potential and coiled promise. And when he threw it, the future would happen.

That future now in the past. When everything had gone wrong.

His hands were so cold, it hurt to squeeze his fingers shut. He looked at them, so old, mottled with liver spots and veins that looked like the old wires one would find in the walls of a house, wound around aged sticks which were all his bones were now anyway. There was no lever under his palm. It had taken a lot of strength to grip and throw it. He couldn’t have done it now.

The only similarity between that day and this one, the gift the wind reminded him of, was that he knew for certain again that he could see the future. But the futures were very different. That day long ago, not far from the beach, he could imagine the success and acclaim and rewards that lay ahead, how he would spend the rest of his life. Today, he knew that there was little future left to spend, little else to imagine. Like those jellyfish, there was only awareness of tumbling endlessly over regrets and mistakes. Only now, this frigid day, this hard bench in the emptiness of Bryant Park, a bag of crumbs to feed the pigeons.

And the two strange men who had been following him for days. The Russians. The spies.

They were both above average height. One of them was very thin. It made him smile to think how his mother would have felt drawn to him. The other man had an atavistic appearance, as if his ancestors, upon hearing of the science of evolution, had shrugged and decided it held no appeal for them. In spite of the creature’s rough appearance, he was the one reading The New York Times, while his comrade sipped coffee and watched the ladies in their heavy overcoats dash past on their way to the shelter of the library.

He missed the thunder and drama of the elevated track, torn down four years ago now in the name of progress. Science. Technology. Industry. Now men burrowed like worms under the city, burying the trains where no one could see them, as if things like that should be hidden away instead of celebrated.

He knew they were Russian. The skinny one had bumped into him one morning in the lobby of the hotel and said, “Dasvidanya,” with a smirk and a tip of the fedora. At least, he was pretty sure he’d heard the greeting in Russian. He spoke many languages but hadn’t heard many of them in a long time. Sometimes his own thoughts wandered through a variety of tongues.

Russian for sure, though. It had probably been a bad idea to write so many letters to his old supporters in that government. But he had no friends left in this country, no more sponsors or backers. And he needed friends more than ever. Now that he’d found the Catalan Vault still existed.

So cold. The wind whistled through the park, shaking the few remaining strings of Christmas lights the maintenance crews had yet to bring down. His bag of crumbs was empty but the pigeons still swirled eagerly around his feet, pecking hopefully. He wiped the tears from his watering eyes.

He had rediscovered it quite by accident. Just a small article in the back pages of The New York Times he had stumbled across right before Christmas. It would have had no meaning for anyone but him. When he read about the flooding in the basements of a number of Greenwich Village homes, he found himself laughing with joy. He alone knew the source of the waters. And if the waters still flowed, then the Catalan Vault still stood.

Like Moses, forbidden to enter the Promised Land, he was denied entrance. He could only stand on the sidewalk and fret. Someday, someone would unlock its secrets, but he wouldn’t be there to see. He wondered about the transgressions that kept him from reaching his destination. These thoughts occupied his mind more and more each day, until they became a cacophony of failures and regrets. He had stumbled over his own great pride; the fall complete and utterly final. There was no way in for him.

He slipped his cold, aching right hand into his pocket, wrapping his fingers around a slim piece of metal which, in spite of the chill in the air, seemed warm to his touch. This object no longer belonged to him. It was time to pass it off to someone who would carry on his work. That was its future. And it didn’t include him.

Rising, his unsteady legs carried him toward Sixth Avenue. One hand held his collar up against the cruel wind, the other continued to clutch the object in his pocket. For years he had carried it; he would not let it slip away now, at the end. He made the right turn on 40th and walked the long blocks to Eighth Avenue, sensing the two spies following him, even as they remained far behind. He quickened his pace to appear as an old man trying to get out of the cold. In fact, he was hurrying because he had only a little time to accomplish what needed to be done before the spies found out. This had been his routine for weeks now, as he’d put his plan together. First, the park to feed the pigeons. Then the scurry back to his hotel, where the boy would be waiting for him.

The lobby was warm and he felt his blood feebly rush to his cheeks. At the front desk he asked for and received a neat sheet of stationery and an envelope. He wrote a quick note, then after one last fond look, placed the metal object inside the envelope, neatly folded up in the paper. The boy was sitting on his usual bench, and as he approached the youth, the two spies entered the lobby as if interested in booking a room.

“I’d like for you to deliver this to my good friend, Mr. Samuel Clemens,” he told the boy in a clear voice, loud enough for the spies to hear, and handed over the envelope.

“Huh?” the lad said. This was neither the expected, nor appropriate, response.

He grew confused and repeated himself. The boy’s eyebrows knit together in concern. It was only when he said the words a third time that he realized he’d been speaking in his original Serbian. With an effort, he cleared his mind, recalled his English, and said again, “I’d like for you to deliver this to my good friend, Mr. Samuel Clemens. The address is on the envelope.”

“Pardon me, sir, for sayin’ so. But ain’t he dead?”

“Of course not,” he responded, as he always did. “Perhaps you know him better as Mark Twain?”

“Oh, him!” the boy exclaimed, as he always did.

“Please see that he gets it.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy said with a shrug, no longer expecting even the penny tip that used to be pressed into his hand. As fast as a spark jumping a circuit, the boy dashed through the lobby and out the door. The spies didn’t even bother to follow him anymore. They had spent days pursuing the boy down to a building on West Tenth Street and back as he attempted to deliver a package from a doddering old fool to a dead man. At last they had given up. Especially once they had intercepted a few of the letters only to find them rambling musings, gossip from long-ago dinner parties. It had been fun to write those letters to his old friend, reminding him how much he missed the man. But as a plan, it had worked with engineered precision.

Satisfied, though saddened at how easily he had parted with his legacy, he stood by himself in the lobby. For long moments he took in the magazine racks, the top row devoted to tales of tomorrow, slathered with images of rocket ships and strange war machines and ladies in peril of their lives and their clothes. Silly. He rode the elevator to his floor, ready for a nap. Tomorrow he would send another note with the boy, instructions for using what he had sent today. He hoped it wouldn’t be so cold tomorrow. His bones still ached.

Stretched out on his bed, he found himself stuck in the past, thinking about the future again. The lever in his hand, the power it would unleash, the dreams it would make real. There was no difference between the imagination and reality, save for the effort to build the bridge between the two. He was sure of that. Faces swirled before his eyes: his mother, Westinghouse, Edison, Clemens. Old friends. And enemies.

The ringing phone brought him back to the present. Such an alien sound, he’d had so few calls these days. He passed his hand through his hair, smoothing it, as if somehow his appearance might be appreciated over the wires. “Hello?”

“I have a call for you,” the switchboard operator said.

“I’ll take it, please.”

There was a short pause as wires were plugged into sockets. Then a voice he hadn’t heard in many years, but recognized right away, whispered in his ear. “Nikola Tesla?”

His hand shook as he held the receiver to his ear. “Yes.”

“Do you remember the sound of my voice?”

“Yes.”

He heard a sound, like gears grinding, high-pitched, through the phone. For a moment, he saw himself standing on the beach again, watching the jellyfish in the surf, turning to look at the great edifice he had constructed rising high in the distance—his instrument for creating the future. A future he now had hope for again.

The future begins in the imagination. He knew that. Now he realized that its birth required a death.

EPISODE 3

ANOTHER THING ISAAC hated about this city, he decided as he looked out the window onto Walnut Street, was the provincial belief the natives held that it was the center of the universe just because independence had been declared there generations before. As a native New Yorker he knew as an absolute that the true pivot point of reality lay two hundred miles to the northeast. He could almost abide the stupidity of the military personnel he worked amongst; most of them weren’t from the city and cared for it as much as or even less than he did. But it was the smugness of the mag stand vendor, the butcher, the businessman on the train, the common everyday folk going about their business as if the current war in Europe now didn’t matter as much as a war one hundred and thirty years old. A war, by the way, that hadn’t even come near Philadelphia. He sighed and took another sip of the coffee that Gertrude had brewed for him before returning to their bed for a few more hours of sleep. It was so bad it almost took his mind off his distaste for this alien city. But he appreciated that his bride had tried.

He put the mug down. Someone at the wedding had said that he had two years during which he could still consider her his bride, then after that Gertrude became his wife. Isaac still had a year to go and he intended to use it. His father had a wife. He had a bride, and he liked the sound of that. As a doctorate candidate, soon to be a professor, he would never be able to provide his with a life of excitement, but with the supplemental income from his mag stories he would at least be able to make her happy. Once the war was over and everything returned to normal, he hoped. Because his bride sure wasn’t happy here and now. He was pretty sure that her problem was Philadelphia.

Adventure. John Campbell had actually positioned it as a choice. Join the team of big brains at that Naval Research Station. Put that Columbia chemistry pedigree to good use. Use the power of imagination to stop the Nazis and save the world. Or, just wait to be drafted and be another dogface in the trenches. In the mud. In the cold. Get shot at. So that was the decision—go to Philadelphia and have an adventure and save the world, or go to war. After all, kid, you’re only twenty-one years old.

Isaac sighed, then choked down another gulp of coffee. What he really wanted to do was to stay home, finish his degree, teach, and write. But that wasn’t in the cards. It certainly wasn’t Campbell’s notion of adventure that had sold him. Adventure belonged safely on the page.

He looked at the kitchen table that had come with the small furnished apartment they had rented in Wingate Hall. A thin sheaf of papers propped up its one short leg to keep the table steady. At least the Navy provided all the free paper he could ever use. The Smith Corona typewriter he had bought with the sale of his first story, “Marooned Off Vesta,” to Amazing Stories. The free page pinned against its platen by the rollers held three lonely words on a line, perched like birds on a telephone wire, awaiting companionship: The robot felt

Felt what?

He had written those words late last night, or maybe early this morning, he wasn’t sure. The inspiration had hit him hard, thrown him out of bed. Staggering through the dark kitchen, he’d found the typewriter and started. Before he’d made any more progress than the three words, Gertie had shuffled in and insisted he come back to bed. Isaac wanted to get back to it this morning, but he’d overslept. She was right, he had needed his sleep. But now in the harsh light of day the words just sat there. Lonely. Waiting. Worse, without the words that finished the sentence, there was nothing special about them. What did a robot feel?

All his life Isaac had thought himself special. As a kid in Brooklyn he had felt elevated above the other children because he had been born elsewhere, Russia, and had made the trip across Europe and the Atlantic alone at five years old, a feat none of his Brooklyn fellows could comprehend, let alone have accomplished. His parents had delivered him unto the promised land of America where he had to grow up to be … somebody.

On the tree-lined streets of Park Slope he had stood out by virtue of the shop his father, Judah, owned. Candy. He sold candy. Sweets were the one indulgence everyone, no matter how poor, could somehow always afford, his father told him one Sunday afternoon as they worked in the store together. While other fathers went to work in the schmatta factories in Manhattan, Judah remained master of his own kingdom, beholden to no one. There was never a panic for Judah to catch the train in time for sundown, no Irish foreman to mock him or keep him late, no boss to complain about the loss of profit on Saturday (though as Isaac’s family had strayed from the faith over the years, Saturday business hours became common). Judah made his way proudly down Sixth Avenue, unbowed like so many exhausted others.

At school Isaac had outpaced his class by leaps and bounds, further convincing his family that he was meant for something great. Then he became the youngest chemistry student in the history of Columbia University, graduating at the age of nineteen and then heading on to get his master’s. Chemistry was a sop to his father, who wanted him to become a doctor. But Isaac hated the sight of blood, and though he wasn’t sure where chemistry would lead him, he knew for certain it would not be to the operating room.

Even his friends were special, talented, and he missed them terribly. Donald, Damon, and the others back home in New York. Especially Freddie. Only in their company did he feel something close to intellectual equality. He wondered how they were doing. Had any of them come together recently to discuss their latest writing projects, agonize over the slow progress of the culture toward the future, plan a convention, or critique the latest issues of Amazing Stories or Fantastic Adventures or Astounding Science Fiction or Super Science Stories or Unknown? Maybe not. And not just because Isaac was gone. The Futurians had existed before he joined the club and they had continued without him. But they were busy. Donald was struggling to find work as an ed, having had two mags shot out from under him. Damon was trying to sell stories. And he’d just heard through the grapevine that Freddie had enlisted, but phone calls went unanswered and letters were returned to sender.

Isaac put down the coffee cup, amazed that he had been able to finish it. He ought to write. He could squeeze out a few sentences before he left. His fingers twitched, eagerly. Telling stories was all he had ever really wanted to do.

It had always been easy for him to imagine the future, to travel through deep space, to see other worlds, face the challenges a man would face in alien environments. But ever since he got married, he found he had to struggle to find time to write. The stories were still forming in his mind’s eye, images of planets floating alone in space, of ships drifting past the rings of distant worlds. But Gertie didn’t seem to understand how much it mattered to him and got frustrated with him when he sat down to do it. It wasn’t his job and it wasn’t school, she’d point out. What was it exactly, a hobby? A second job, he’d point out. But since it didn’t guarantee payment by the hour, she either didn’t trust it or respect it. And her lack of confidence in it made him question his—he wanted to prove to her how important it was. How it might someday be more important than his doctorate.

With a twinge of guilt, he turned his back on the typewriter, opened the door, and took the elevator down to the lobby. The spring light of early morning tinted the buildings on the block white-gold. The men of the neighborhood, in suits, overalls, or dungarees, swept past the revolving door of his building heading toward their work in the downtown area. Isaac donned his hat and merged into the stream. There was a man hustling past him on the right trying to read a newspaper as he navigated the sidewalk. His face was hard and pinched. Isaac stepped out of his way only to be shoulder-checked by another man passing on his left.

“Watch it, pal,” the man snarled, as Isaac stumbled out of his way. The accent was as thick and ignorant as Philadelphia.

Isaac muttered an apology but the man had moved on down the block while other new men were circling past Isaac and making little sounds of exasperation at the befuddled human obstacle obstructing their way. Someone knocked the hat from his head. The hat, a gift from his father, rolled toward the door of the dry cleaner. Isaac dashed to its rescue, snatching it up before someone could step on it. He brushed a few maple seed pods from it, feeling small and angry.

Isaac slapped the hat back on his head, then put his hands on his belt, feeling for the devices attached to either side of his hips. His thumbs pressed the buttons, feeling the pleasure of the clicks. The vibration thrummed through his body and he felt himself grow lighter as the antigravity field enveloped him. He launched himself into the sky, grinning as the sidewalk fell away from him. Missing the tree branches by inches, he rocketed up and up. Above the tall apartment buildings he could see Town Hall, just a few blocks away. Higher now, in the distance there was the simple spire of Independence Hall. Beyond that, the harbor, choked with the gray flotsam of the Navy. Hovering higher than all the buildings around, he laughed at the people far below, knowing that though they could hear him, none of them would think past their confusion to look up for the source of the sounds of glee. He turned toward the Navy Yard, ready to bound through the sky toward work, or better yet, Brooklyn.

Another body checked against his shoulder, bumping his mind back to reality. The sidewalk came into focus and his hands fell from his belt. Of course, there were no antigrav packs attached to it, no sky-way to use to escape the drudgery of his walk, or the train ride. But boy, an antigrav belt sure would have come in handy this morning.

Isaac bit his lip, realizing that he had forgotten to say goodbye to Gertie. He could go back. He could walk up the steps, take his hat off, and sit down at the typewriter. Maybe later he could crawl into bed again with Gertrude and take a nap. They could spend the day together. She could bring him lunch at the typewriter as he banged out his robot story. He might even be able to talk her into trying to have sex. But the thought of moving against the tide, of standing out, made him shake his head with resignation and he began walking again toward work, looking sharply around him, finding the rhythm of the other robots, becoming one of them, eventually tromping down the steps to the Broad Street Line.

A thought suddenly occurred to him as he exited the train on the south end of Broad Street, and if he hadn’t been so focused on keeping one foot stepping in front of the other he might have stopped short again. Maybe Gertie had a point. Did it matter if he didn’t write again? He kept walking, past the Port of Call Inn, one of the rough taverns just off the base that lightened the loads of sailors each week. This was the one his friends preferred, though he’d never set foot inside. Isaac didn’t particularly like to drink.

Would anyone care if he quit writing? The front gate of the Navy Yard was in sight. Would anyone even notice? Although his destination was now ahead he couldn’t quite focus on it, the guard post kept swimming out of his vision. What could his little imaginings even matter in a world where an entire planet had gone to war with itself?

He stumbled through the gate, flashing his ID badge to the same guard who each day failed to recognize him. Even the youngest soldier seemed years older than Isaac felt. The casual swagger of the military man spoke of a physical confidence he himself had never felt. Whereas on Walnut Street he had blended in amongst the faceless masses, here he stood out because of his civilian suit, and it made him feel uncomfortable. Sailors, Marines, and officers representing all the armed forces moved swiftly along the sidewalks and he felt each one of them took a special moment to give him a snide glance, as if to ask why this young man was not doing his duty. He wanted to explain that he too had a mission, a part to play in this war, that he was using his intellect, his greatest weapon, to help them all.

The Navy Yard had once been an actual island with only a small bridge connecting it to the city. Garbage had slowly filled in the small creek that separated the land and eventually the city just covered it with dirt and paved it over. But the locals still referred to it as League Island. Past the guardhouse, to the left the wide boulevard where Isaac now walked gave way to the parade grounds, where Marine platoons drilled and exercised constantly. He felt his armpits go damp at the thought of basic training—the fate that awaited him if Campbell’s group didn’t produce.

Across the street, the real estate had been devoted to a row of stately Victorian mansions, buildings that would not appear out of place in Philadelphia’s finest neighborhoods, home to the officers. Rising behind those, looming over the houses like a gray wall of metal, were the battleships, destroyers, and aircraft carriers, all bristling with cannons and armaments; the floating weapons that concerned all who toiled here, black smoke roiling out of the stacks even as they rested at port, never stopping.

He turned left on Delaware Street, which ran along the bank of the river, and began the long walk toward the barracks, and his job. Out here, far from the rest of the work of the yard, the Navy had squeezed out a lab for them from a low warehouse. It literally fronted the river; only a few feet separated the building’s wall from the waterline, which afforded them a nice view. But it also meant that when they opened the windows on warm days, the overwhelming stench of trash and oil drifted in and stayed. Across the street from the warehouse were several small barracks units, white buildings of no distinguishing character. Three of these were vacant, while the fourth had recently been occupied by a petty officer and his crew awaiting the arrival of a brand-new ship they would then spend the summer outfitting. Bob had once explained that while the ships Isaac had seen being launched in newsreels to great fanfare could float, they were far from finished. They required wiring, instrumentation, furniture, paint, and all sorts of outfitting before they could begin service. That’s what men like the petty officer and his crew would do when their ship arrived. In the meantime, they drank a lot, threw their bottles at the lab, darted cigarette butts at Isaac’s ankles when he’d leave in the evenings, and complained about the noise caused by the lab’s special generators.

Isaac paused outside their barracks. The provisioning department had dropped off a delivery for the shipless crew across the street. Perched on top of several wooden boxes was a case of orange Nehi. The sight made him lick his lips. He loved orange Nehi, and for some reason, it was hard to get in Philadelphia. He had put in a request for some, but now these sailors had nicked it. Recalling the humiliation of being laughed at while dodging their flicked cigarettes, a feeling of righteousness rose within him. Before he really processed what he’d done, he’d quietly lifted the case of orange Nehi and hurried it into the lab.

The twist of a key admitted Isaac into the long research facility. He flipped on the lights. As usual, he was the first one in. The other men he worked with liked to go out after work, hoist a few beers, try to get some sex. So they would always drag themselves in late, complaining of the noise, the stink from the river, the overhead lights, and, ultimately, the intractability of the local women. Isaac never went out with them. Gertrude liked him to come home, and so he did. The guys always made jokes about how jealous they were that he was getting to go home and have sex that was guaranteed and free. He always smiled and nodded.

The lab was divided into sections that would only be apparent to another scientist. The unaware eye would see masses of tubes, coils, and tools. But Isaac could easily see that one station was devoted to exploring radio frequencies and magnetic fields, another was for metallurgic research, and a further station for mechanical engineering. He slid the case under his table, which was covered with the Erlenmeyer flasks, Bunsen burners, scales, a centrifuge, and the vast array of chemicals that applied to his specialty. He loved the selection of chemicals most of all. Even at Columbia he never had access to the great variety of powders and liquids at his disposal here in Philadelphia. Experimenting with things he had only read about as he worked toward his doctorate was one of the few pleasures of this job. If only the government wasn’t so insistent that he turn those pleasures into results.

His eyes fell upon the chalkboard at the other end of the room. Bob had scribbled some epigraphic sentences meant to guide them all, and months later, the words were still there:

CAN WE MAKE IT FLY HIGHER OR FASTER OR BY ITSELF?
CAN WE MAKE IT VANISH?
CAN WE BLOW IT UP BETTER?
CAN WE CONFUSE OUR ENEMIES?

Some joker, maybe even Bob himself, had scribbled NO next to every question.

Isaac looked at the other stations. Each one, like his, had great resources at their disposal. But not one of the mighty intellects that John Campbell had assembled in Philadelphia had come close to developing antigravity devices or invisibility cloaks or radio-controlled rockets, or anything else that they had been mandated to invent.

The opening of the door startled him. No one ever came in this early. An officer Isaac didn’t recognize entered cautiously and looked around. He was tall and looked a little older than Isaac, though to Isaac everyone did. He had a great shock of thick black hair and heavy glasses through which he gazed at Isaac.

“Hello,” the stranger said, a question and a statement.

“Hello,” Isaac replied, almost, but not quite, ready to spill the beans about the orange Nehi.

The man peered around, seemingly surprised at the amount of inactivity, then cleared his throat. “I’m looking for Bob? Bob Heinlein?”

“He’s out of town,” Isaac told him, beginning to suspect that the man’s appearance may not have anything to do with his theft.

“Oh.” The man lowered a heavy satchel from his shoulder and began to approach Isaac, though he looked surprised as he reached the center of the room. Desks had been moved to create an open area upon which intricately designed model ships were positioned as if frozen in the middle of battle. Bullen and Williamson were masters of miniature warfare games and spent hours leading other members of the team in epic conflicts. “Looks like somebody’s recreating the battle of Guadalcanal.” He got down on one knee to take a closer look. “That’s the Washington. And that’s the South Dakota. Nice models. They make these here?”

Isaac nodded. “Brinley makes them.”

The man rose and offered his hand. Isaac looked nervously at the appendage for a moment, unsure what diseases the stranger had carried in with him. He took a leap of faith and held out his own hand for the ritual.

“I’m Sprague de Camp. Lieutenant,” the stranger said. “And John Campbell sent me down here to join Bob Heinlein’s team.”

“Hey!” Isaac felt a wave of relief and excitement. “I’ve heard of you. You write for Unknown! I’ve read your stories. I’m Isaac Asimov. I write for Amazing. And sometimes Astounding. Not Unknown, though. Yet. It’s gonna be great to have another pulp writer around here. Bob’s the greatest, but he’s running things so he’s all over the place. Hey! You want a Nehi?”

“Grape?”

“Orange.”

“My favorite.”

Isaac brought out two bottles and quickly popped off the caps. He handed one to the new man, who took it gratefully.

“I can tell from your Brooklyn accent that you’re a fellow New Yorker,” Sprague said, wiping his lips. His own accent told Isaac immediately that the man had probably never left the Upper West Side. “What are you doing here for Campbell’s Kamikaze Group, Isaac?”

“Is that what he’s calling it?”

“That’s what I’m calling it. He told me I’m supposed to help you all figure out a way to keep Jap kamikazes from crashing into our ships. He promised me death rays that blast planes out of the sky and force fields that protect the ships. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

“Sounds like our mission.” Isaac nodded.

“What are you working on?”

“I’m inventing a paint that can deflect radar from ships and sonar from U-boats.”

“Wonderful. How’s it work?”

“Well, it doesn’t exactly, yet. Right now whenever the paint hits the salt water it turns into a rubbery compound that won’t disperse on the surface. But I’m getting closer. At least it doesn’t eat through the ship metal anymore. What are they going to have you do?”

Sprague de Camp grinned at Isaac Asimov. “I,” he announced grandly, as if there were others in the room besides Isaac, who felt himself warming to the man’s expansiveness, “am here to control the weather.”

EPISODE 4

“THERE’S NO WAY in hell to keep these FANS happy!”

Even as those words echoed down the corridor of the fifth floor of the Street & Smith offices, the entire building began battening down its hatches. First the typists in the steno pool who spent their days turning the chicken scratches on notebooks into legible manuscripts would quietly shut the door to their large room. Then the secretaries of the other eds whose offices lined the corridor along the way to the elevator banks would shut theirs in an attempt to shield their bosses. This was the signal for anyone still on the floor to hustle the word along to any other innocent souls they might find. Soon, type boys riding the elevators quit ribbing one another; publishers, managers, and executives on the sixth floor seemed to tread more lightly across the creaky boards. Even the great presses below the street seemed to run a little more efficiently, as if extra oil had suddenly been applied to their gears and drive shafts; and the teamsters, waiting to take their cargo of the latest pulps to newsstands across the nation, stopped shouting at each other and turned their idling trucks off. For, even though John W. Campbell was an avowed atheist, when the most powerful ed at Street & Smith lost his temper, he put the fear of God into others.

The word ASTOUNDING had been carefully stenciled on the pane of glass set in the door which led into his office, upon his arrival five years ago, and the word UNKNOWN had been added soon after. It was, Campbell insisted, more than just an acknowledgment of the mags that he published, it was a warning to all who entered that they had better impress him, or suffer grave consequences. The years of relentless clouds of cigarette and pipe smoke had stained the glass a shade of yellowish-brown and constant slamming had loosened it so that now, when he shouted, it actually rattled slightly in its frame.

“Listen to this.” He straightened the creases from a folded letter. “‘Dear Mr. Campbell. We respect you and what you are trying to do, but we have to ask, why are you trying to ruin science fiction? Bottom line, you need to produce something that folks will enjoy, old fans and new, and so far, we don’t see you doing that. The sequels you have put out to the incredible “Collision Orbit” by Will Stewart are just terrible. Is he even writing them any more? Through these stories, your magazine continues to push forward the theory of contraterrene in spite of the laws of thermodynamics, most egregiously, in the recent “Opposites—React!” We feel sorry for Mr. Stewart that you continue to force him to write these tales. It is a waste of his talents. Indeed, we are reminded of the old saying that if God had an editor and He invited the man to see his latest creation, an ocean, the editor would piss in it and then say it was finished.

“‘Mr. Campbell, the old fans of Astounding Science Fiction are not pleased, and we don’t see any new fans shouting any praises. We pray any subsequent episodes offer more than the earlier ones did and return to the direction and promise of the original story—the first and best. Regards, from the ones who pay your salary, the fans who must be adhered to.’ Signed: ‘Fighters Against Nonsensical Scientification (FANS), Boston, Mass.’

“Why the hell do I bother?” He crumpled up the letter and threw it across the room, where it bounced off one of the many file cabinets before joining other crumpled-up pieces of paper on the floor like so many desert tumbleweeds. “These fellas act like they own this stuff. They don’t realize they’re only renting it for a few pennies an issue. Do it the same way every time, or else. They have become almost ritualistic about hewing to some canon that they’ve invented with Verne and Wells above all others, immutable and immovable. This is how cults and religions get started.

“So does that make you science fiction’s high priest or prophet?” Bob Heinlein sat on Campbell’s ancient leather sofa. With the fingers of his left hand he picked at a flaking piece of cowskin on the sofa arm, exposing the yellow ticking underneath. Campbell’s cigarette, jammed into its long black holder, irritated his tuberculosis-scarred lungs and he stifled a cough with his right hand.

“According to the FANS, I’m its Lucifer Morningstar,” Campbell grumbled. “The thing that irritates me is that without me, they’d have next to nothing.”

“Ugh.” Heinlein shuddered. “That’d leave Ray Palmer over at Amazing as the Pope of science fiction.”

Campbell grew silent and stared out the window, as if he could see all the way to Chicago and into the office of his closest rival. “Not with the writers he has.”

“I hear he’s been buying some of Isaac’s lately.”

Campbell threw his hands up. “Look, I can’t print everything that kid writes. First, there’s way too much of it, and I don’t want to get into publishing the Isaac Asimov mag business. Second, it’s not all as good as he thinks it is. So if he wants to sell a few of the dogs to Palmer, I don’t give a crap. I’ve still got de Camp, Hubbard, Williamson, also known as the hated Will Stewart. And you, if you’d ever come back and start writing again.”

Heinlein shook his head and shrugged at the same time. “I’m retired.”

“Who retires from writing? It’s hardly work to begin with.”

Heinlein suppressed a slight grin that he felt twitching at the corners of his mouth. “I can’t run things down in Philadelphia and write for you at the same time.”

“Bullshit! You used to write and have a real job at the same time.”

“I had a mortgage then, too. But thanks to you, I’ve paid it off. Besides, this is different. This is war.”

“Again, I say to you, sir, bullshit.”

“Maybe I’m just out of ideas.”

“No. You’re the best I’ve got. It’s everyone else who’s running out of ideas.” Campbell sighed deeply and drew his hand over his face in a gesture of surrender and concern. “I’ve seen it all. That’s the problem. This genre’s only about twenty years old and it feels like we’re starting to repeat ourselves. Invasions, alien civilizations, rockets, theories. Even you and your generational journeys through space. And I swear to Christ, if I read one more story about death rays …” He pounded his fist on his desk, and Heinlein glanced nervously at the pane of glass.

“You’re one of those guys who just can’t be happy with success,” Heinlein said. “FANS aside, most readers love your mags. Astounding and Unknown are selling like gangbusters. You’re selling more and more each month and even killing the heroes. Even Doc Savage and The Shadow have had to become more like what you put out to just try and keep up. ‘Scientific detectives,’ that’s how they’re advertising them now.

“The Army’s given you a special office in the Empire State Building and your own think tank in Philly to simply come up with science fiction ideas to help win the war. You’re top dog! Now quit your bitchin’!”

“Only means there’s a pack of hounds right behind, snapping at my heels. I’ve got the competition on one side—a new and different sci-fi mag hits the newsstands each month picking up all the rejects that I can’t print. Amazing’s just the tip of that iceberg, let me tell you. Then I’ve got the FANS who love telling me how much they hate what I do. And finally, there’s all of you writers who’ve got me over a barrel because if I don’t pay you top penny per word, you’ll be off to another mag.”

“Now who’s sounding a little like a persecuted martyr?”

Campbell nodded in agreement. “Thing is, I care about the science, I don’t care what the FANS say. You know I researched contraterrene physics. In spite of what the laws of thermodynamics may say, there are new laws of quantum dynamics emerging and they’re changing everything, from science to science fiction. There is a negative counterpart to protons and neutrons and it could conceivably be used as an energy source someday. That’s the story I’ve had Williamson tell as Will Stew-art—and it’s the story I wanted you to write. A good story about asteroid CT mining.”

As if triggered by a cosmic cue, Heinlein felt a thrumming sensation vibrate through the cushion and up his spine, making the hairs on the back of his neck rise. The great presses in the basement had whirred to life again, churning out mags. What was odd was that a few years ago the presses never stopped so Heinlein never would have even noticed them. Now they ran intermittently. He watched Campbell, who gave no indication that he’d noticed the vibration, though his shoulders seemed to sag reflexively. Heinlein knew that for Campbell the machinery was the gaping maw of a monster that needed to be fed continuously.

He scooped a manila envelope from his desk and tossed it to Heinlein. “Cleve Cartmill.”

“Yeah. I know Cartmill. Comes to some of our get-togethers in L.A. He’s good.”

“He’s all right. Those are notes for a story I want him to write. This is all our research. It’s about a super-bomb, and I think the science is solid. But I was wondering if you could have your physicist pal at Berkeley take a look at it to make sure. The same way you had him validate my CT research before you chose not to write the stories?”

“Robert Cornog?” Heinlein scratched his head. “He’s kind of gone silent running.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know I like to bounce theoretical ideas off him from time to time. See if I can make my fiction as plausible as possible, to please you and the FANS, of course. I sent him a letter last month asking him a few questions about some things we were thinking about in Philadelphia. Instead of a letter from California, I got a postcard from New Mexico. No message, just his signature. Very mysterious. I’ll send this along and see if I hear back from him. But I’m sure Cartmill will write you a fine story, John.”
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and more possible, events are set in motion that
just may revolutionize the future—or destroy
it—while forcing the writers to challenge the fimits
of talent, imagination, love, destiny, and even
reality itself.

Blazing at breathtaking speed from forgotten
tunnels deep beneath Manhattan to top-secret
battles in the North Pacific, and careening from
truth to pulp and back again, The Astounding, the
Amazing, and the Unknownis a sweeping, romantic
epic—a page-turning rocket ship ride through the
history of the future.
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LD WAR 11 HISTORY, PAUL MALMONT'S NEW

IS A ROLLICKING BLEND OF FACT AND
BOUT THE MEN AND WOMEN WHO WERE

ITED TO DEFEAT THE NAZIS AND ENDED
REATING THE FUTURE.
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Germany is on the verge of a deadly innovation
that could tip the balance of the war, the govern-
ment turns to an unlikely source for help: the
nation’s top science fiction writers.

Installed at a covert military ab within the Phila-
delphia Naval Yard are the most brilliant of these
young visionaries. The unruly band is led by Robert
Heinlein, the dashing and complicated master of
the genre. His “Kamikaze Group,” which includes
the ambitious genius Isaac Asimoy, is tasked with
transforming the wonders of science fiction into
science fact and unlocking the secrets to invisibility,
death rays, force fields, weather control, and other
astounding phenomena—and finding it harder than
they ever imagined.

When a German spy washes ashore near the
abandoned Long Island ruins of a mysterious
energy facilty, the military begins to fear that the
Nazis are a step ahead of Heinlein's group. Now the
‘oddball team, joined by old friends from the Pulp
Eraincluding L. Ron Hubbard (court-martialed for
attacking Mexico), must race to catch up. The answers
they seek may be locked in the legendary War of
Currents, which was fought decades earlier between
Nikola Tesla and Thomas Edison. As the threat of
‘an imminent Nazi invasion of America grows more
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