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Dedication

For Richard


Deep Space

Man will reach the planets. There is no longer any doubt of this. When it will happen is yet unknown, but of those now at work on the venture, there are some who are almost certain to see its achievement during their lifetimes.

The planets of our Solar System offer little hope for finding forms of life as highly developed and with the intelligence of Man. There may be no life of any significance whatever, except that which is present on Earth. But there are other suns—as many as two billion, perhaps—in our own galaxy, and the galaxies themselves are innumerable. Somewhere in the Universe, out there in Deep Space, there are certainly other lives and other civilizations as high as Man’s.

Or higher.

Earth is a young world as events in civilization go. Man is a newborn infant when his time is measured on the cosmic calendar, by which life and death of the suns and galaxies are measured. There will be older worlds in Deep Space—worlds on which atomic energy was known when Neanderthal roamed the wilds. Someday Man will meet the inhabitants of these worlds.

After our own planets have been explored and exploited, our colonies set up on Mars and Venus, and trade in rare metals set up on Uranus, we will be standing once more upon the rim of a great barrier. Our eyes will be upon the sun’s nearest neighbor in space. We will be devising ways to go there.

Alpha Centauri. Four light-years away.

The light by which we see this neighboring star in 1953 is the same that left there in 1949, just as the light by which we see the Great Galaxy of Andromeda started on its journey through space to Earth more than eight hundred thousand years ago—before Man even walked upon this planet. A look into space is a look into the depths of time.

To go to the stars we must find a way to conquer time as well as space. Four years to Alpha Centauri if we travel at the speed of light, 186,000 miles per second. Eight years there and eight back, if we could manage but half that speed. And Alpha Centauri is almost on our own doorstep. It would take 150,000 years to cross our own galaxy if we could do no better than the speed of light.

Man has licked the sound barrier. Someday he will conquer the “light barrier” in outer space, since this has now become the theoretical limit of speed attainable even with unlimited sources of power. But we will have to lick this formidable barrier, or relinquish the idea of getting to the stars—at least no further than our own cosmic back yard.

The breaking of the light barrier would in itself constitute a long story. Man, however, will inevitably accomplish this remarkable feat and meet peoples of those worlds which were already old when Earth was born.

These other-world peoples need not be the monsters they are often pictured. There is every reason why they should not be. Some may be monstrous in form—to our eyes at least—if they live in gravities many times our own and breathe atmospheres made of ammonia or nitrogen compounds, lethal to us. But their thoughts will not be monstrous, if they have existed long enough to establish firm contacts with other worlds. They will be co-operative despite their outward form; otherwise survival would have been impossible.

Man’s problem will be to make an adjustment to people whose civilizations are older and far more experienced than his own. The same standards will not apply to these worlds as those valued on Earth. We will have to learn new rules fast, or our contacts will end in disaster, for these older civilizations will have force available, and will not hesitate to use it if their community is threatened. The coming of Man might easily appear a threat, unless Man’s behavior is changed in many ways.

It will not be easy to establish our place in such a Universe. Earthmen are accustomed to having things their own way. We look upon the Moon at night and envision ourselves staking out claims upon that lunar surface. We look toward Mars and imagine colonies of Earthmen struggling to maintain life and exploit the wealth of the red world. And so shall it be. In time, the Solar System will be ours, and Earth colonies will rule, perhaps, on every planet of the System.

But not everywhere will this be so.

Not in Deep Space, where Man may find himself but a youngster among graybeards.

This story is of what comes after the breaking of the “light barrier.” …Of a people who have come out of Deep Space to take Earthmen back as visitors to their home world, where it is established that those willing to learn can live together.

R. F. J.


Chapter 1

The Call

From the main control desk of the radio lab, Ron Barron looked out across the runways of Crocker Air Base. Beyond the windows, the atmosphere was hazy with the dust of the hot, dry afternoon and the unceasing activity of planes taking off and landing. Near the control tower a big DC-6 waited, its engines idling while a jet fighter slipped out of the sky and skimmed the runway.

A voice sounded abruptly in the phones on Ron’s head. “XED-140 calling Ron Barron.”

Ron picked up the mike from the desk. “Ron Barron to XED-140. I hear you, General.”

“We’re ready for take-off now. As soon as we clear the field I’ll switch on the IVP carrier. Are you ready for it?”

“Receiver and telemetering dummies are on,” said Ron. “Everything’s ready on this end.”

“Fine. Give me a description as soon as failure sets in. Remember not to touch the recorders. I want a full trace this time from the beginning of the flight until we get back to the field.”

Out of the corner of his eye Ron saw the DC-6 lumber forward, and he moved closer to the window. The phones on his ears deadened the sound of the engines but he could feel the vibration transmitted through the air and through the earth. He could feel within himself a great sense of force and motion as the plane crept forward upon the signal from the control tower and roared down the mile-long runway.

The ship’s wheels began retracting and Ron turned back to the instrument panel. His attention was supposed to be there, but he could never resist the sight of one of the big planes changing from a clumsy ground animal to a sleek ship of the air. He sat at the desk and drew the microphone closer to him.

Inside the laboratory ship now swiftly leaving the field behind, Lieutenant General Lewis Gillispie was seated before a quite similar panel of instruments. He touched his own microphone switch and his voice sounded again in Ron’s ears.

“IVP on,” he said.

Ron glanced quickly to the half-dozen recording instruments. The needles swung over simultaneously, each carrying a pen that left a fine red trace on the paper slowly unrolling beneath it.

“Response on all dummies,” said Ron.

“Good enough so far,” said Gillispie. “Well head north and see what happens when we get over the mountains.”

Carefully, Ron watched the delicate red lines on the moving charts. He flashed an occasional glance to the score of meters mounted on the panel. As their needles wavered critically he touched a knob now and then, his fingers making automatic, precise adjustments of the input signals received by the recording instruments from the receding plane. So far the functioning of the equipment was normal, but Ron knew it would not last. Within minutes the tracing of the pens would grow ragged, and the meter needles would dance erratically.

From thirty miles out Gillispie spoke again. “Any circuits beginning to show failure?”

“No, sir,” replied Ron. “All of them still functioning.”

“Maybe we’ve got it licked this time.”

Ron knew it wasn’t true, but he said nothing. His eye caught the wavering of a pen, and he reached out to steady it with an adjustment to the amplifier. There would be failure again, as there had been so many times before.

Maybe they weren’t smart enough, he thought. Maybe there weren’t any Earthmen smart enough to build and control equipment as intricate and powerful as this was supposed to be. Maybe it took minds that were able to devise ships which could cross interstellar space and communication systems that permitted people to speak instantaneously to each other over the vastness of light-years. That was the kind of minds that had developed IVP.

While his eyes watched the dials and his fingers made automatic adjustments to the controls, Ron’s thoughts went back to the events which had resulted in their acquisition of the principles behind this equipment. He thought of Clonar, the boy of his own age, who alone survived the crash of an interstellar saucer-ship in the mountains above Longview. The fleet to which the ship belonged came from Rorla, a planet in the Great Galaxy of Andromeda, nearly a million light-years from Earth. As a result of their friendship, Clonar had left on Earth a few useful devices and some of the principles belonging to the sciences of the Rorlans, sciences far in advance of anything Earthmen had accomplished.

He would never see Clonar again. Regular communication was impractical over the vast distance separating them, Clonar had said. But Ron could never think of him without a hungry yearning that was almost agony rising up within him. Clonar had brought visions of the great deeps of space belonging only to those who knew how to navigate there. He had brought close to Ron the terrible beauty of great island universes and the ten hundred thousand flaming suns of each.

Ron forced these memories from his mind as the pens on two of the recorders dipped in frantic swings near the edge of the paper. He leaned sharply toward the microphone. “Numbers two and five out of control,” he said. “Three is beginning to waver.”

Gillispie grunted with disappointment. “No better than last time. Seventy-five miles away and fifteen thousand feet up. And we hoped to build round-the-world guided missiles around these circuits!”

The General was silent for a moment, but Ron could hear the sounds of the plane in his still-open mike circuit. Then Gillispie spoke in changed tones. “I’ve been thinking, Ron. Do you suppose Clonar held out on us after all? Do you suppose he withheld some essential information which makes it impossible to develop any stability in these circuits?”

“I’m sure he didn’t hold back on us.”

“Of course,” murmured Gillispie. “You were the one who had faith in him. On the surface it looked as if you were justified, but sometimes I wonder— These things have been such an utter failure.”

“The failure is in us,” said Ron, “not in Clonar. If we had a third of his intellectual ability the answers would be obvious.”

“There’s no doubt of that! The only question is whether or not our difficulties were deliberately planted.” Gillispie gave a long, deep breath that rattled the microphone. “It doesn’t make any real difference where they came from. We have to get the bugs out if it takes the rest of our lives. With IVP, our guided missiles would be virtually invulnerable.”

Ron wondered to himself if Gillispie might not be right. Clonar had known the uses to which Earthmen would put his technology. Rorlans had used their own science in peaceful exploration and commerce for a period longer than Man’s recorded history. It was not fitting that the products of such a culture should be turned to the urgencies of war. But Gillispie always had a question no one had yet answered. “What else are we to do?” he asked.

When Clonar’s ship was shot down by an atomic bullet from an unidentified Earth plane, it was ransacked for useful devices and principles—useful in a military sense. It was General Gillispie who yielded finally to Ron’s pleas for a degree of sanity in dealing with Clonar as the only survivor of the vessel, and with the technology represented by the ship itself.

Among the most important devices and principles Clonar gave them, in return for help in calling his fleet for rescue, was the secret of the Rorlan interstellar communication system. The heart of it was the IVP generator, a device capable of generating a wave that traveled through space not merely at the speed of light but which had an almost infinite velocity of propagation. From this fact came the abbreviation of its name, IVP.

A gift of inestimable value from a military standpoint, the IVP was kept under top security and its military development made primary. General Gillispie himself took charge of the important project. Next to him was Ron Barron. Although only seventeen, Ron’s close association with Clonar and his own natural abilities gave him a command of IVP engineering no one else could duplicate. From him Gillispie expected the final development which would place IVP in control of round-the-world guided missiles, and eventually send a controlled rocket to the Moon and back.

Ron was aware of Gillispie’s expectations, but he had doubts of their fulfillment. He did not seriously believe Clonar had held back essential knowledge from them, but Clonar might have assumed more understanding in the Earthmen than they possessed.

“One and six circuits gone now,” said Ron. “The other can’t last more than a few minutes.”

“All right,” sighed Gillispie. “We’ll keep going until it fails. Let me know, and we’ll start back.”

Within the laboratory plane in which the General rode were transmission circuits like those used to control a guided missile. At Ron’s desk were receiving circuits similar to the ones inside a guided missile or Moon rocket. Ron’s dummy circuits were connected to the meters which showed how a missile would respond to the impulses from the IVP transmitter.

“Last one out,” said Ron.

He stared blankly at the slowly unwinding charts with their now meaningless scrawls and at the dancing needles of the meters. He tried to imagine which of the thousand difficulties prevented the instruments from responding as they should. Designed to operate over a span of light-years, they could not be made to function properly at a distance greater than fifty or sixty miles. At a sudden new thought, Ron drew the mike to his lips again.

“Do you know what this looks like?” he asked abruptly.

“What?” said Gillispie.

“These circuits act the way you would expect if they were taken over by a powerful foreign IVP signal with an entirely different kind of pulsing.”

“Impossible. There’s no other IVP setup anywhere on Earth. We’ve got the only one there is.”

“Yeah—on Earth,” said Ron.

“What do you mean?”

“There’s no guarantee we couldn’t pick up stray IVP signals from out of space. It might be some aimless signal from one of the Rorlan ships, or maybe from some planet on which they have set up a base. Or maybe from another people entirely, who know how to build the same kind of equipment.”

“We would have noticed any such signal at times when our receivers were on and our transmitters weren’t,” Gillispie objected.

“No,” said Ron. “It might be that the interference is present only when our own transmitter is on to act as a booster, which it would do. It isn’t like radio. Reception doesn’t depend on frequencies but on stream number and spacing. That is a function not only of certain transmitter conditions, but also of the presence of other critical IVP streams. It might be this one is made to operate only as an interferer.”

“Ron, you’re letting your imagination carry you away,” said Gillispie. “I don’t think such a thing is possible.”

“It is!” exclaimed Ron. “I’ll show you on paper when you get back. Let me turn on the big transmitter for a minute and see if I can get any response.”

“I’d rather you didn’t. We’re coming back now and I’d like the record of the trip complete, including the point of returning control when we get back into range. Turning on the transmitter will spoil the entire record.”

“Please, sir,” said Ron. “I know I’m right about the possibility of this thing. If someone is sending out an IVP stream that’s merging with ours, it might be worth a great deal to us if we were actually able to establish communication with him.”

General Gillispie’s voice sounded weary but tolerant as he answered. “O.K. Go ahead if you want to. I suppose this particular test doesn’t matter so very much. There’ll be a thousand others before we’re through. Better use manual control in turning on the big set. The time-delay relay was sticky when I last worked with it.”

“Thanks,” said Ron, “I will.”

He placed the phones on the desk and hurried into the next room where a row of giant panels hid the complex circuits of the transmitter. It had been hoped this would guide the first round-the-world missile and send a controlled rocket to the Moon and back. It had been used in IVP operation by Clonar during the frantic appeal to his own people for immediate rescue.

Ron moved from panel to panel, timing himself by his watch in switching one circuit after another in proper sequence to give the big tubes time to warm up. Finally he threw the power to the output stage and returned to the control desk.

He switched the microphone output over to the big transmitter and changed the setting of the IVP receiver from the kind of wave they had been using. Then, taking a deep breath, he began speaking slowly and deliberately into the mike. “Ron Barron of Earth calling. I hear your signal,” he said. “Come in, please.”

Three times he repeated it. He switched to the receiver and listened. Only the hiss and roar of the stars themselves were heard in the phones. He added a heavy booster unit to the receiver and tried again. As he switched back once more, the nape of his neck seemed to grow suddenly cold. A voice came through the noise—a voice that was understandable and agonizingly familiar in spite of its faintness.

“Ron—Ron Barron,” the voice said. “Can you hear me? I’m calling from Rorla, the Planet of Light, my home world in Andromeda. This is Clonar, Ron. This is Clonar calling.”


Chapter 2

An Invitation

Ron grasped the microphone stand in a fierce, white-knuckled grip and leaned forward to adjust the volume of the receiver with his other hand. He couldn’t control the shakiness in his voice as he spoke. “Clonar—we never expected to hear from you again! Have you been trying to reach us for very long? This is Ron Barron. Go ahead, Clonar.”

He switched over to receive and, once more, through the hissing star noise, he heard his friend’s voice. “Yes, I’ve been trying to reach you for many days,” said Clonar. “My only hope was that you were working with the communication system I gave you. Only by throwing in an interference stream did I have any chance to bring myself to your attention. Are you able to hear me?”

“Yes,” said Ron. “It’s very faint, and there’s a lot of noise, but I can make you out. Go ahead, Clonar.”

For an instant Ron allowed himself to think of the incredible distance over which their voices were traveling. The Great Galaxy was barely visible to the naked eye, and then only by rays of light which had left those vast suns more than eight hundred thousand years ago. Over the same distance he and Clonar were now speaking in an instant.

“Many things have changed since I last saw you,” said Clonar. “I have learned much that I didn’t know when I was a member of the expedition fleet that came to your galaxy.

“The Galactic Federation, of which my world is a member, is planning to establish permanent contact with distant systems such as yours. I didn’t know this when I was with the fleet. Preliminary to the necessary investigations, they wish to meet with typical members of cultures which were contacted by the expedition. Although all our records of Earth were destroyed in the crash of my ship, I have told them in detail of my experiences among you, and they have included Earth on the list to participate in the Conference.

“I have requested that you be the ones specifically invited to represent your world—you and your family, and, of course, Anne Martin. The Committee has agreed to this. I extend to you an invitation to visit my world as I was able to visit yours!”

Clonar stopped speaking, and Ron found himself unable to make an answer. His throat was tight and choked by the sudden immensity of this proposal. The vastness and wonder of space, which he thought had closed to him forever with Clonar’s departure a year ago, was now suddenly thrown open again. He thought of Clonar s last-minute appeal as they parted: “You cannot imagine the things I could show you! We’ll see ten thousand suns. There will be all the learning and mystery you have ever dreamed of. Come home with me!”

Going then would have been forever. Now Clonar said they could visit and return.

In the phones Clonar’s voice came anxiously and with desperation. “Ron, did you hear me? Come in again, Ron. Tell me if you heard what I said.”

Ron switched over and drew the microphone to his lips. “Yes, I heard you, Clonar.” His voice was almost a whisper.

“Then tell me you will come! I must know in order to notify the Captain of the ship picking up the delegates, and which will be in your galaxy soon.”

Ron hesitated, almost in panic. “Clonar— I can’t—I can’t give you an answer on a moment’s notice. I can’t answer for my parents. For Anne and myself there’s no question about our willingness to give almost anything to visit your home. But we have obligations to others, to our parents. I’ve got to talk with them before I can give you an answer. Can you give me a day and let me call you tomorrow?”

“There is almost no time,” said Clonar. “Our ship will be near Earth in nine more of your days. I cannot contact you anymore. I can’t tie up this great amount of communication equipment any longer. You can understand it requires much more on our part to reach you, because your equipment is of small power.

“We’ll plan it this way, Ron: the ship comes very near Earth in its travel between two other points. It will be no great task for the Captain to make a stop whether he picks you up or not. I will tell him to be prepared to meet you. If you decide to come, be at the point where the scout ship of my fleet stopped for me last year, in the mountains near your home. I will tell him to wait from one hour before noon to one hour after on the ninth day from today, your local time.

“I wish I could talk to you again, but this is the best I can do. If your parents will not come, you and Anne must come alone. There is great importance in this Conference. Many decisions made will affect Earth and its relationship to other worlds. Earth must have a representative. There is no one I could ask except you.”

“Gillispie,” said Ron.

“Perhaps,” said Clonar, “if there were no one else. But he wouldn’t be the best choice. I want you, Ron. You and Anne. Please come!”

Moments later the communication ceased, and Ron sat before the control panel staring unseeingly at the faces of the meters. The hissing of the IVP receiver in his ears continued unnoticed.

To the stars! he thought.

It couldn’t be possible; it was only a dream he had experienced, he told himself, and now he was awake. He could not really have been talking to Clonar who lived on a planet in the Great Galaxy of Andromeda, almost a million light-years away.

His staring reverie was broken by a sudden roar in the sky. He stood up to look through the window. Gillispie’s plane had passed over the building and was making a wide turn to settle on the far end of the runway. With a dazed feeling, Ron watched it land and taxi up to the area before the laboratory. General Gillispie emerged, calling instructions back to the two technicians still in the ship.

Ron took off his headset and laid it on the desk as the General came in the door of the lab.

“Why didn’t you come back on the talk circuit?” asked Gillispie in annoyance. “I tried to raise you all the way home.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you. I was—talking.”

“Talking! With whom—?”

“Clonar,” said Ron quietly. “Clonar called me. He called from Andromeda.”

The General stared incredulously. Then he turned from Ron to the transmitter equipment in the other room, where Ron had forgotten to turn off the big tubes. When he looked at Ron again he saw that the boy’s face was pale under the deep summer tan.

“Clonar!” he whispered. “You actually mean Clonar called from his home planet?”

Ron nodded. “That was our interference. We won’t have any more of it. We wouldn’t have had it before if we’d taken steps to cut out any other IVP stream. We didn’t—”

“The devil with the interference! What did Clonar say? What did he want?”

“He invited me to his home, to Rorla, the Planet of Light, in Andromeda.”

Ron told Gillispie in full what Clonar had said. When he was through, Gillispie sat down heavily in a chair and brushed his cap from his head.

“I thought I was pretty big stuff when I got into the Army a year under age,” he said, “and now at the same point in your life you are going to visit a planet in another galaxy. I guess the big feats and great excitements of one generation will always be two-bit stuff to the next one. What I would give to make that trip myself! When will you leave?”

“There are my parents—” began Ron slowly.

“They wouldn’t stand in the way of anything so immense.”

“I don’t know. The invitation was for them, too.”

“I’d certainly be glad to pose as your father temporarily in case they turn it down,” said Gillispie.

“Clonar said you would be acceptable. I asked him.”

“No—it’s your party, Ron. Yours and your parents’ and Anne’s. We’ll see that you go. We’ll persuade anybody and everybody who needs persuading until they can’t refuse. But have you thought of the terrific significance of this thing? Have you thought what it really means?”

“I haven’t thought about anything,” said Ron. “I feel as if a sandbag had been dropped on my head from a third-story window.”

Gillispie pulled his chair closer, and the weathered lines in his square, bronzed face seemed to deepen.

“This is what we thought we had when Clonar’s ship crashed. We hoped for the secrets of his technology, and we got nothing but the minor details he was willing to give.
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