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» « » Pictures, that is, that one can

test and measure. And these pictures

positively, absolutely could not lie!

Mustrated by MARTIN SCHNEIDER

E man from the News
asked, “What do you think
of the aliens, Mister Na-

then? Are they friendly? Do they
look human?”

“Very human,” said the thin
young man,
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pictures

Outside, rain sleeted across the
big windows with a steady faint
drumming, blurring and dimming
the view of the airfield where
they would arrive. On the con-
crete runways, the puddies were
pockmarked with rain, and the
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don't lie

By KATHERINE MacLEAN

grass growing untouched between
the runways of the unused field
glistened wetly, bending before
gusts of wind.

Back at a respectful distance
from where the huge spaceship
would land were the gray shapes

PICTURES ODON‘T LIS

of trucks, where TV camera crews
huddled inside their mobile units,
waiting. Farther back in the de-
serted sandy landscape, behind
distant sandy hills, artillery wagq
ringed in a great circle, and in
the distance across the horizon,



bombers stood ready at airfields,
guarding the world against pos-
gible treachery from the first alien
ship ever to land from space.

“Do you know anything about
their - home planet?” asked the
man from Herald.

The Times man stood with the
others, listening absently, think-
ing of questions, but reserving
them. Joseph R. Nathen, the thin
young - man with the straight
black hair and the tired lines on
his face, was being fteated with
respect by his interviewers. He
was obviously on edge, and they
did not want to harry him with
‘too many questions to answer at
once. They wanted to keep his

- good will. Tomorrow he would be
‘one of the biggest celebrities ever
to appear in headlines.

“No, nothing directly.”

“Any ideas or deductions?”’
Herald persisted.

“Their world must be Earth-
like to them,” the weary-looking

* young man answered uncertainly.
“The environment evolves the an-
imal. But only in relative terms,

" of course.” He looked at them
with a quick glance and then

_looked away evasively, his lank
black hair beginning to cling to
his forehead with sweat. “That
doesn’t necessarily mean any-
thing.”

“Earthlike,” muttered a report-
er, writing it down as if he had
noticed nothing more in the reply.
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‘The Times man glanced at the
Herald, wondering if he had no-
ticed, and received a quick
glance in exchange.

The Herald asked Nathen,
“You think they are dangerous,
then?”

It was the kind of question, as-
suming much, which wusually
broke reticence and brought forth
quick facts—when it hit the mark.
They all knew of the military
precautions, although they were
not supposed to know,

The question missed. Nathen
glanced out the window vague-
ly. “No, I wouldn’t say so.”

“You think they are friendly,
then?” said the Herald, equally
positive-on the opposite tack.

A fAeceting smile touched Na-
then’s lips. “Those I know are,”

There was no lead in- this di-
réction, and they had to get the
basic facts of the story before the
ship came. The Times asked,
“What led up to your contacting
themn?"”

Nathen answered after a hesi-
tation. “Static. Radio static. The
Armmy told you my job, didn’t
they?”

HE Army had told them

nothing at all. The officer
who had conducted them in for
the interview stood -glowering
watchfully, as if he objected by
instinct to telling anything to the
public.
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Nathen glanced at him doubt-
fully. “My job is radio decoder
for the Department of Military
Intelligence. 1 use a directional
pickup, tunc in on foreign bands,
record any scrambled or coded
messages I hear, and build auto-
matic decoders and descramblers
for all the basic scramble pat-
terns.”

The officer cleared his throat,
but said nothing.

The reporters smiled, noting
that down. .

Security regulations had
changed since arms inspection
had been legalized by the U.N.
Complete information being the
only public security against se-
cret rearmament, spying and pry-
ing had come to scem a public
service. Its aura had changed. It
was good public relations to ad-
mit to it.

Nathen continued, “I started
directing the pickup at stars in
my spare time. -There’s radio
noise from stars, you know, Just
stuff that sounds like spatter
static, and an occasional squawk.
People have been listening to it
for a long time, and researching,
trying to work out why .stellar
radiation on those bands comes
in such jagged bursts. It didn’t
seemn natural.”

He paused and smiled uncer-
tainly, aware that the next thing
he would say was the thing that
would make him famous —an

PICTURES DON'T LIR

idea that had come to him while
he listcned—an idea as simple
and as perfect as the one that
came to Newton when he saw the
apple fall,

“I decided it wasn't natural. [
tried decoding it.”

Hurriedly he tried to explain
it away and make it seem obvi-
ous. “You see, there’s an old in-
telligence trick, speeding up a
message on a record until it
sounds just like that, a short
squawk of static, and then broad-
casting it. Undergrounds use it.
I'd heard that kind of screcch
before.”

“You mean they broadcast at
us in codé?” asked the News.

“It's not exactly code. All you
need to do-is record it and slow
it down. They're not broadcast-
ing at us. If a star has planets,
inhabited planets, and there is
broadcasting between them, they
would send it on a tight beam to
save power.” He looked for com«
prehension. “You know, like a
spotlight. Theoretically, a tight
beamn can go on forever without
losing power. But aiming would
be difficult from planet to planet.
You can’t expect a beam to stay
on target, over such distances,
more than a few seconds at a
time. So they’d naturally com-
press each message into a short
half-second or one-second-length

. package and send it a few hun-

dred times in one long blast to



make sure it is picked up durirdg
the instant the beam swings
across the target.”

He was talking slowly and
carefully, remembering that this
explanation was for the newspa-
pers. “When a stray beam swings
through our section of space,
there's a sharp peak in noise level
from that direction. The beams
are swinging to follow their own
planets at home, and the dis-
tance between there and here ex-
aggerates the speed of swing tre-
mendously, so we wouldn't pick
up more than a bip as it passes.”

“How do you account for the
number of squawks coming in?”
the Times asked. “Do stellar sys-
tems rotate on the plane of the
Galaxy?” It was a private ques-
tion; he spoke impulsively from
interest and excit¢ément.

The radio decoder grinned, the
lines of strain vanishing from his
face for a moment. “Maybe we’re
intercepting everybody’s tele-
phone calls, and the whole Gal-
axy is swarming with races that
spend all day );ecking at each
other over the radio. Maybe the
human type is standard model.”

“It would take something like
that,” the Times agreed. They
smiled at each other.

The News asked, “How did you
happen to pick up television in-
stead of voices?”

“Not by accident,” Nathan ex-
plained patiently. “I'd recognized

a scanning pattern, and I wanted
pictures. Pictures are understand-
able in any language.”

EAR the interviewers, a Sena-
tor paced back and forth,
muttering his memorized speech
of welcome and nervously glenc-
ing out the wide streaming win-
dows into the gray sleeting rain.
Opposite the windows of the
long room was a small raised
platform flanked by the tall
shapes of TV cameras and sound
pickups on booms, and darkened
floodlights, arranged and ready
for the Senator to make his speech
of welcome to the aliens and the
world. A shabby radio sending
set stood beside it without a case
to conceal its parts, two cathode
television tubes flickering naked-
ly on one side and the speaker
humming en the other. A verti-
cal panel of dials and knobs jut-
ted up before them and a small
hand-mike sat ready on the table
before the panel. It was con-
nected to a boxlike, expensively
cased piece of equipment with
“Radie Lab, U.S. Property"” sten-
ciled on it.

“I recorded a couple of pack-
age screeches from Sagittarius
and began working on them,”
Nathen added. “It took a couple
of months to find the synchron-
izing signals and set the scanners
close enough to the right time to
even get a pattern. When I show-
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ed the pattern to the Depart-
ment, they gave me full time to
work on it, and an assistant to
help. It took eight months to pick
out the color bands, and assign
them the right colors, to get any-
thing intelligible on the screen.”

HE shabby-looking mess of

exposed parts was the original
receiver that they had labored
over for ten months, adjusting
and readjusting to reduce the
maddening rippling plaids of un-
synchronized color scanners to
some kind of sane picture.

"Trial and error,” said Nathen,
“but it came out all right. The
wide band-spread of the squawks
had suggested color TV from the
beginning.”

He walked over and touched
the set. The speaker bipped
slightly eand the gray screen flick-
ered with a flash of color at the
touch. The set was awake and
sensitive, tuned to receive from
the great interstellar spaceship
which now circled the atmos-
phere.

“We wondered why there were
so many bands, but when we got
the set working., and started re-
cording and playing everything
that came in, we found we’d tap-
ped something like a lending li-
brary line. It was all fiction,
plays.”

Between the-pauses in Nathen's
voice, the Times found himself

PICTURES DON'T LI

unconsciously listening for the
sound of roaring, swiftly ap-
proaching rocket jets.

The Post asked, “How did you
contact the spaceship?”

“I scanned and recordedea film
copy of Rite of Spring, the Dis-
ney-Stravinsky combination, and
sent it back elong the same line
we werk receiving from. Just test-
ing. It wouldn’t get there for a
good number of years, if it got
there at all, but I thought it
would please the library to get a
new record in.

“Two wecks later, when we
caught and slowed a new batch
of recordings, we found an an-
swer. It was obviously meant for
us. It was a flash of the Disney
being played to a large audience,
and then the audience sitting and
waiting before a blank screen. The
signal was very clear and loud.
We'd intercepted a spaceship.
They were asking for an encore,
you see. They liked the film and
wanted more . . .

He smiled at them in sudden
thought. “You can see them for
yourself, It's all right down the
hall where the linguists are work-
ing on the automatic translator.”

The listening officer frowned
and cleared his throat, and the
thin young man turned to him
quickly. “No security reason why
they should not see the broad-
casts, is there? Perhaps you
should show them.” He said to
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the reporters reassuringly, “It's
right down the hall. You will be
informed the moment the space-
ship approaches.”

The interview was very def-
nitely gver. The lank-haired, ner-
vous young mean tumed away
and seated himself at the radio
set while the officer swallowed
his objections and showed them
dourly down the hall to & closed
door.

They opened it and fumbled
into a darkened room crowded
with empty folding chairs, domi-
nated by a glowing bright screen.
The door closed behind them,
bringing total darkness.

There was the sound of report-
ers fumbling their way into seats
sround him, but the Times man
remained standing, aware of an
enormous surprise, as if he had
been asleep and wakened to find
himself in the wrong country.

The bright colors of the double
image seemed the only real thing
in the darkened room. Even

blurred as they were, he could

see that the action was subtly
different, the shapes subtly not
right.

He was looking at aliens.

HE impression was of two hu-
mans disguised, humans mov-
ing oddly, half-dancing, half-
crippled. Carefully, afraid the
images would go away, he reach-
ed up to his breast pocket, took
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out his polarized glasses, rotated
one lens at right angles to the
other and put them on.

Immediately, the two beings
came into sharp focus, real and
solid, end the screen became a
wide, illusively necar window
through which he watched them.

They were conversing Wwith
ecach other in a gray-walled room,
discussing something with re-
strained excitement. The large
man in the green tunic closed his
purple cyes for an instent at
something the other said, and
grimaced, making s motion with
his fingers as if shoving some-
thing away from him.

Mellerdrammer.

The second, smaller, with yel-
lowish-green eyes, stepped closer,
talking more rapidly in a lower
voice. The first stood very still,
not trying to interrupt.

Obviously, the proposal was
some advantageous treachery,
and he wanted to be persuaded.
The Times groped for a chair
end sat down.

Perhaps gesture is universal:
desire and aversion, a leaning for-
ward or a leaning back, tension,
relaxation. Perhaps these actors
were masters. The scenes changed,
a corridor, a parklike place in
what he began to realize was a
spaceship, a lecture room. There
were others talking and working,
speaking to the man in the green
tunic, and never was it unclear
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what was happening or how they
felt.

They talked a flowing language
with many short vowels and
shifts of pitch, and they gestured
in the heat of talk, their hands
moving with an odd lagging dif-
ference of motion, not slow, but
somchow drifting.

He ignored the language, but
after a time the difference in mo-
tion began to arouse his interest.
Something in the way they
walked . . .

With en effort he pulled his
mind from the plot and forced
his attention to the physical dif-
ference. Brown hair in short silky
crew cuts, varied eye colors, the
colors showing clearly because
their irises were very large, their
round eyes set very widely apart
in tapering light-brown faces.
Their necks and shoulders were
thick in a way that would indi-
cate unusual strength for a hu-
man, but their wrists were nar-
row and their fingers longt* and
thin and delicate.

There seemed to be more than
the usual number of fingers.

Since he came in, a machine
had been whirring and a voice
muttering beside him. He called
his attention from counting their
fingers and looked around. Be-
side him sat an alert-looking man
wearing carphones, watching and
listenlng with hawklike concen-
tration. Beside him was a tall
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streamlined box. From the screen
came the sound of the alien lan-
guage. The man abruptly flipped
a switch on the box, muttered a
word into a small hand-micro-
phone and Hfipped the switch
back with nervous rapidity.

He reminded the Times man of
the earphoned interpreters at the
UN. The machine was probably
a vocal translator and the mut-
terer a linguist adding to its vo-
cabulary. Near the screen were
two other linguists taking notes.

HE Times remembered the

Senator pacing in the obser-
vatory room, rehearsing his
speech of welcome. The speech
would not be just the empty
pompous gesture he had expect-
ed. It would be translated me-
chanically and understood by the
aliens. ’

On the other side of the glow-
ing window that was the sterco
screen, the large protagonist in
the green tunic was speaking to a
pilot in a gray uniform. They
stood in a brightly lit canary-
yellow control room in a space-
ship.

The Times tried to pick up the
thread of the plot.' Already he was
interested in the fate of the hero,
and liked him. That was the ef-
fect of good acting, probably, for
part of the art of acting is to win
affection from the audience, and
this actor might be the matinee
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idol of whole solar systems.

Controlled tension, betraying
itself by a jerk of the hands, a
too-quick answer to a question.
The uniformed one, not suspi-
cious, turned his back, busying
himself at some task involving a
map it with glowing red points,
his motions sharing the same fluid
dragging grace of the others, as
if they were underwater, or on &
slow motion film. The other was
watching a switch, a switch set
into a panel, moving closer to it,
talking casually — background
music coming and rising in thin
chords of tension. _

There was a closeup of the
alien's face watching the switch,
and the Times noted that his ears
were symmetrically half-circles,
almost perfect with no earholes
visible. The voice of the uni-
formed one answered, a brief
word in a preoccupied deep voice,
His back was still tumed. The
other glanced at the switch, mov-
ing closer to it, talking casually,
the switch coming closer and
closer stereoscopically. It was in
reach, filling the screen. His hand
came into view, darting out,
‘closed over the switch—

There was a sharp ‘clap of
sound and his hand opened-in a
frozen shape of pain. Beyond him,
as his gaze swung up, stood the
figure of the uniformed officer,
unmoving, 8 weapon rigid in his
hand, in the startled position in

ne

which he had turned and fired,
watching with widening eyes as
the man in the green tunic sway-
ed and fell.

The tableau held, the uniform-
ed one drooping, looking down
at his hand holding the weapon
which had killed, and music be-
gon to build in from the back-
ground. Just for an instant, the
room and- the things within it
flashed into one of those bewil-
dering color changes which were
the bane of color television, and
switched to a color negative of
itself, a green man standing in a
violet control room, looking down
at the body of a green man in a
red tunic. It held for less than a
second; then the color band al-
ternator fell back into phase and
the colors reversed to normal.

Another uniformed man came
and took the weapon from the
limp hand of the other, who be-
gan to explain dejectedly in a
low veice while the music
mounted and covered his words
and the screen slowly went blank,
like a window that slowly filmed
over with gray fog.

The music faded.

In the dark, someone clapped
appreciatively.

The earphoned man beside the
Times shilted his earphones back
from his ears and spoke briskly.
“l] can’t get any more, Either of
you want a replay?”

There was a short silence un-
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til the linguist necarest the set
said, "I guess we've squeezed that
one dry. Let’s run the tape where
Nathen and that ship radio boy
are kidding around CQing and
tuning their beams in closer. I
have a hunch the boy is talking
routine ham talk and giving the
old radio count—one-two-three-
testing.”

There was some fumbling in
the semi-dark and then the screen
came to life again.

T showed a flash of an audience

sitting before a screen and
gave a clipped chord of some fa-
miliar symphony. “Crazy about
Stravinsky and Mozart,” remark-
ed the earphoned linguist to the
Times, resettling his earphories.
“Can’t stand Gershwin. Can you
beat that?” He turned his atten-
tion back to the screen as the
right sequence came on.

The Post, who was sitting just
in front of him, turned to the
Times and said, “Funny 'how
much they look like people.” He
was writing, making notes to tel-
ephone his report. “What color
hair did that character have?”

“I didn’t notice.” #He¢ wondered
if he should remind the reporter
that Nathen had said he assigned
the color bands on guess, choos-
ing the colors that gave the most
plausible images. The guests,
when they arrived, could turn
out to be bright green with blue
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hair. Only the gradations of colar’
in the picture were sure, only the
similarities and contrasts, the re-
lationship of one color to an-
other.

From the screen came the
sbund of the alien language again.
This race averaged deeper voices
than human. He liked deep voices.
Could he write that?

No, there was something wrong
with that, too. How had Nathen
established the right sound-track
pitch? Was it a matter of taking
the modulation as it came in, or
some sort of hetrodyning up and
down by trial and error? Prob-
ably. '

It might be safer to assume
that Nathen had simply preferred
deep voices.

As he sat there, doubting, an
uneasiness he had seen in Nathea
came back to add to his own un-
certainty, and he remembered
just how close that uncasiness
had come to something that look-
ed like restrained fear.

“What I don’t get is why he
went to all the trouble of pickirg
up TV shows instead of just con-
tacting them,” the News com-
plained. “They’re good shows, but
what’s the point?” ’

“Maybe so we'd get to léarn
their language too,” said the Her-
ald. »

On the screen now was the ob-
viously unstaged and genuine
scene of a young alien working



over a bank of apparatus. He
turned and waved and opened
his mouth in the comical O shape
which the Times was begifining
to recognize as their equivalent
of -a smile, then went back to try-
ing to explain something about
the equipment, in elaborate awk-
ward gestures and carefully
mouthed words. .

The Times got up quiectly, went
out into the bright white stone
corridor and walked back the
way he had come, thoughtfully
folding his stereo glasses and put-
ting them away.

No one stopped him. Secrecy
restrictions were ambiguous here.
The reticence of the Army seemed
more a matter of habit, mere re-
flex, from the fact that it had all
originated in the Intelligence De-
partment, than any reasoned pol-
icy of keeping the landing a se-
cret.

The main room was more
crowded than he had left it. The
TV camera and sound crew stood
near their apparatus, the Senator
had found a chair and was read-
ing, and at the far end of the
room eight men were grouped in
a circle of chairs, arguing some-
thing with impassioned concen-
tration. The Times recognized a
few he knew personally, eminent
names in science, workers in feld
theory.

A stray phrase reached him:
“—reference to the universal con-

stants as ratio—" It was prob-
ably a discussion of ways of con-
verting formulas from one mathe-
matics to another for a rapid ex-
change of information.

They had reason to be intent,
aware of the flood of insights that
novel viewpoints could bring, if
they could grasp them. He would
have liked to go over and listen,
but there was too little time left
before the spaceship was due,
and he had a question to ask.

HE hand-rigged transceiver

was still humming, tuned to
the sending band of the circling
ship, and the young man who
had started it all was sitting on
the edge of the TV platform with
his chin resting in one hand. He
did not look up as the Times ap-
proached, but it was the indif-
ference of preoccupation, not dis-
courtesy.

The Times sat down on the
edge of the platform beside him
and took out a pack of cigarettes,
then remembered the coming TV.
broadcast and the ban on smok-
ing. He put them away, thought-
fully watching the diminishing
rain spray a;ainst the streaming
windows.

“What's wrong?"' he asked.

Nathen showed that he was
sware and friendly by a slight
motion of his head.

“You tell me.”

“Hunch,” said the Times man
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“Sheer huneh. Everything sail-.

ing along too smoothly, everyone
teking too much for granted.”

Nathen relaxed slightly. “I'm
still listening.” ’

“Something about the way they
move .. ."

Nathen shifted to glance at
him.

“That’s bothered me, too.”

“Are you sure they're adjusted
to the right speed?”’

Nathen clenched his hands out
in front of him and looked at
them consideringly. “I don't
know. When I turn the tape fast-
er, they're all rushing, and you
begin to wonder why their clothes
don’t stream behind them, why
the doors close so quickly and yet
you can’t hear them slam, why
things fall so fast. If I tuen it
slower, they all seem to be swim-
ming." He gave the Times a con-
sidering sidewise glance. “Didn’t
catch the name.”

Country-bred guy, thought the
Times. “Jacob Luke, Times,” he
said, extending his hand.

Nathen gave the hand a qdick,
hard grip, identifying the name.
“Sunday Science Section editor.
I read it. Surprised to meet you
here.”

“Likewise.” The Times smiled.
“Laok, have you gone into this
rationally, with formulas?” He
found a pencil in his pocket. “Ob-
viously therc’s something wrong
with our judgment of their
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weight - to - speed - t6 - momen-
tumn ratio. Maybe it’s something
simple like low gravity sboard
ship, with magnetic shoes. May-
be they are floating slightly.”
“Why worry?” Nathen cut in.
“l1 don’t see any reason to try to
figure it out now.” He laughed

. and shoved back his black hair

nervously. “We'll see them in
twenty minutes.”

“Will we?” asked the Times
slowly.

There was a silence while the
Senator turned a page of his mag-
azine with a slight crackling of
paper, and the scientists argued
at the other end of the room.
Nathen pushed at his lank black
hair again, as if it were trying to
fall forward in [ront of his eyes
and keep him from seceing.

“Sure.” The young man laugh-
ed suddenly, talked rapidly.
“Sure we'll see them. Why
shouldn’t we, with all the gov-
ernment ready with welcome
speeches, the whole Army turned
out and hiding over the hill, re-
porters all around, newsreel cam-
eras—everything sct up to broad-
cast the landing to the world.
The President himself shaking
hands with me and waiting in
Washington—"'

He came to the truth without
pausing for breath.

He said, “Hell, no, they won't
get here. There's some mistake
somewhere. Something’s wrong.
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I should have told the brasshats
‘yesterday when I started adding
it up. Don’t mow why I didn't
say anything. Scared, I guess.
Too much top rank around here.
Lost my nerve.”

He clutched the Times man's
sleeve. “Look. I don't know
what—" '

A green light flashed on the
sending - receiving set. Nathen
didn’t look at it, but he stopped
talking.

HE loudspeaker on the set

broke into a voice . speaking
in the alien’s language. The Sen-
ator started and looked nervous-
ty at it, straightening his tie. The
voice stopped. .

Nathen tumed and looked at
the loudspeaker. His worry seem-
ed to be gone.

“What is it?” the Times asked
anxiously.

“He says they’ve slowed enough
to enter the atmosphere now.
They'll be here in five to ten min-
utes, | guess. That's Bud. He's all
excited. He says holy smoke,
what a murky-looking planet we
live on.” Nathen smiled. “Kid-
ding.”

The Times was puzzled. “What
does he mean, murky? It can't
be raining over much territory on
Earth.” Outside, the rain was
slowing and bright blue patches
of sky were shining through
breaks in the cloud blanket, glit-
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tering blue light from the drops
that ran down the windows. He
tried to think of an explanation.
“Maybe they're trying to land on
Venus.” The thought was ridicu-
lous, he knew. The spaceship was
following Nathen's sending beam.
It couldn’t miss Earth. “Bud”
had to be kidding. )
The green light glowed on the
set again, and they stopped
speaking, waiting for the message
to be recorded, slowed and re-
played. The cathode screen came
to life suddenly with a picture
of the young man sitting at his
sending-set, his back tumed,
watching a screen at one side
which’ showed a glimpse of a
huge dark plain approaching. As
the ship plunged down toward it,
the illusion of solidity melted into
a ,boiling turbulance of black
clouds. They expanded in an inky

* -swirl, looked huge.for an instant,

and then blackness swallowed the
screen. The young alien swung
around to face the camera, speak-
ing a few words as he moved,
made the O of a smile agaia,
then flipped the switch and the
screen went gray.

Nathen's voice was suddenly
toneless and strained. “He said
something like break out the
drinks, here they come.”

“The atmosphere doesn(t look
like that,” the Times said at ran-
dom, knowing he was saying
something too obvious even to
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think abeut. “Not Eartl’s atmos-
phece.”

Some people drifted up. “What
did they say?”

“Entering the atmosphere,
ought to be landing in five or ten
minutes,” Nathen told them.

A ripple of heightened excite-
ment ran through the room. Cam-
eramen began adjusting the lens
angles again, turning en the mike
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and checking it, turning on the
floodlights. The scientists rose and
stood near the window, still talk-
ing. The reporters trooped in
from the hall and went to the
windows to watch for the great
event. The thrce linguists came
im, trundling a large wheeled box
that was the mechanical trans-
lator, supervising while it was
hitched into the sound broadcast-
ing system.

“Landing where?” the Times
asked Nathen brutally. “Why
don’t you do something?”

“Tell me what to do and I'll
do it,” Nathen said quietly, not
moving.

It was not sarcasm. Jacob Luke
of the Times looked sidewise at
the strained whiteness of his Tace,
and moderated his tone. “Can’t
you contact them?”

“Not while they’re landing.”

“What now?” The Times took
out a pack of cigarettes, remem-
bered the rule against smoking,
and put it back.

“We just wait.” Nathen leaned
his elbow on one knee and his
chin in his hand.

They waited.

LL the people in the room

were waiting. There was no
more conversation. A bald man
of the scientist group was auto-
matically buffing his fingernails
over and over and inspecting
them without sceing them, an-
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other absently polished his glass-
es, held them up to the light,
put them on, and then a moment
later took them off and began
polishing again. The television
crew concentrated on their jobs,
moving quietly and efficiently,
with perfectionist care, minutely
arranging things which did not
need to be arranged, checking
things that had already been
checked.

This was to be one of the great
moments of human history, and
they were all trying to forget that
fact and remain impassive and
wrapped up in the problems of
their jobs as good specialists
should.

Alter an interminable age the
Times consulted his watch. Three
minutes had passed. He tried
holding his breath a moment, lis-
tening for a distant approaching
thunder of jets. There was no
sound.

The sun came out from behind
the clouds and lit up the field like
a great spotlight on en empty
stage.

Abruptly the green light shone
on the set again, indicating that
a squawk message had been re-
ceived. The recorder recorded it,
slowed it and fed it back to the
speaker. It clicked and the sound
was very loud in the still, tense
room.

The screen remained gray, but
Bud’s voice spoke a few words in
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the alien language. He stopped,
the speaker clicked and the light
went out. When it was plain
that nothing more would occur
and no announcement was to be
made of what was said, the
people in the room turned back
to the windows, talk picked up
again.

Somebody told a joke and
laughed alone.

One of the linguists remained
turned toward the loudspeaker,
then looked at the widening pat-
ches of blue sky showing out the
window, his expression puzzled.
He had understood.

“It’'s dark,” the thin Intelli-
gence Department decoder trans-
lated, low-voiced, to the man
from the Times. “Your atmo-
sphere is thick. That's precisely
what Bud said.” )

Another three minutes. The
Times caught himself about to
light a cigarette and swore silen-
ly, blowing the match out and
putting the cigarette back into its
package. He listened for the
sound of the rocket jets. It was
time for the landing, yet he heard
no blasts.

The green light came on in the
transceiver.

Message in.

Instinctively he came to his
feet. Nathen abruptly was stand-
ing beside him. Then the message
came in the voice he was coming
to think of as Bud. It spoke and
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paused. Suddenly the Times
knew. :

_“We've landed.” Nathen whis-
pered the words.

The wind blew across the opea
spaces of white concrete and
damp s0il that was the empty
wicfield, swaying the wet, shiny
grass. The people in the room
looked out, listening for the roar
of jets, looking for the silver
butk of a spaceship in the sky.

Nathen moved, secating himself
at the transmitter, switching it
on to warm up, checking and bal-
ancing dials. Jacob Luke of the
Times moved softly to stand be-
hiad his right shoulder, hoping
he could be useful. Nathen made
a half motion of his head, as if
to glance back at him, unhooked
two of the earphone sets hanging
on the side of the tall streamlined
box that was the automatic trans-
lator, plugged them in and hand-
ed one back over his shoulder to
the Times man.

The voice began to come from
‘the speaker again.

Hastily, Jacob Luke fitted the
eacrphones over his ears. He fan-
cied he could hear Bud's voice
tremble. For a moment it was
just Bud’s voice speaking the
alien language, and then, very

one of the other translators, then
another as the alien’s voice flowed
from the loudspeaker, the cool
single words barely audible, over-
lapping and blending with it like
translating thought, skipping un-
familiar words, yet quite astoni-
shingly clear.

“Radar shows no buildings or
civilization near.. The atmosphere
around ‘us registers as thick as
glue. Tremendous gas pressure,
low gravity, no light at all. You
didn’t describe it like this. Where
are you, Joe? This isn’t some
kind of trick, is it?” Bud hesi-
tated, was prompted by & deeper
official voice and jerked out the
whrds.

“If it is a trick, we are ready
te repel attack.”

HE linguist stood listeninz.

He whitened slowly andy beck-
oned the other linguists over to
him and whispered to them.
- Joseph Nathen looked at them
with unwarranted bitter hostitity
while he picked up the hand-mike,
plugging it into the translator.
“Joe calling,” he said quietly
inte it in clear, slow English. “No
trick. We don’t know where you
are. I am trying to get a direction
fix from your signal. Describe

distant and clear ia his earph

he heard the recorded voice of the
linguist say an English word,
then a mechanical click and an-
other clear word in the voice of

e

your surr di to us if at all
possible.”

Nearby, the floodlights blazed
steadily on the television plat-
form, ready for the official wel-
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come of the aliens to Earth. The
television channels of the world
had been alerted to set aside
their scheduled programs for an
unscheduled great event. In the
long room the people waited, lis-
tening for the swelling sound of
rocket jets.

This time, after the light came
on, there was a long delay. The
speaker sputtered, and sputtered
again, building to a steady
scratching they could barely sense
a dim voice. It came through
in a few tinny words and
then wavered back to inaudibility.
The machine translated in their

earphones.
“Tried. . . seemed. . .repair. . .»
Suddenly it came in clearly.

“Can’t tell if the auxiliary blew,
too. Will try it. We might pick
you up clearly on the next try.
1 have the volume down. Where
is the landing port? Repeat.
Where is the landing port? Where
are you?”’

Nathen put down the hand-
mike and carefully set a dial on
the recording box, and flipped a
switch, speaking over his shoul-
der. “This sets it to repeat what
I said the last time. It keeps re-
peating.” Then he sat with un-
natural stillness, his head still
half turned, as if he had suddenly
caught a glimpse of answer and
was trying with no success what-
ever to grasp it.

The green waming light cut in,
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the recording clicked and the
playback of Bud's face and voice
appeared on the screen.

“We heard a few words, Joe,
and then the receiver blew again.
We're adjusting a viewing screen
to pick up the long waves that go
through' the murk and convert
them to visible light. We'll be
able to see out soon. The en-
gineer says thet semething is
wrong with the stern jets, and the
captain has had me broadcast a
help call to our nearest space
base.” He made the mouth O of
a grin. “The message won’t reach
it fon: some years. I trust you,
Joe, but get us out of here, will
you? — They're buzzing that the
screen is finally ready. Held
everything.”

HE screen went gray, and the

green light went off.

The Times considered the lag
required for the help call, the
speakting and recording of the
message just received, the time
needed to reconvert e viewing
screen.

“They work fast.” He shifted
uneasily, and added at random,
“Something wrong with the time
factor. All wrong. They work
foo fast.”

The green light came on again
immediately. Nathen half turned
to him, sliding his words hastily
into the gap of time as the mes-
sage was recorded and slowed.
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“They’re close enough for our
transmission power to blow their
receiver.”

If it was on Earth, why the
darkness around the ship?
"Maybe they see in the high
ultra-violet — the atmosphere
is opaque to that band,” the
Times suggested hastily as the
speaker began to talk in the
young extraterrestrial’s voice.

It was shaking now. “Stand by
for the description.”

They tensed, waiting. The
Times brought a map of the
state before his mind’s eye.

“A half circle of cliffs around
the horizon. A wide muddy lake
swarming with swimming things.
Huge, strange white foliage all
around the ship and incredibly
huge pulpy monsters attacking
and eating each other on all sides.
We almost landed in the lake,
right on the soft edge. The mud
can't hold the ship’s weight, and
we're sinking. The engineer says
we might be able to blast free,
but the tubes are mud-clogged
and might blow up the ship.
‘When can you reach us?”

The Times thought vaguely of
the Carboniferous Era, Nathen
obviously had seen something he
had not.

“Where are they?” the Times
asked him quietly.

Nathen pointed to the antenna
position indicators. The Times
let his eyes follow the converging
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imaginary lines of focus out the
window to the sunlit airfield, the
empty airfield, the drying con-
crete and green waving grass
where the lines met.

Where the lines met. The space-
ship was there!

The fear of something un-
known gripped him suddenly.

The spaceship was broadcast-
ing again. “Where are you? An-
swer if possible! We are sinking!
Where are you?"

He saw that Nathen knew.
“What is it?” the Times asked
hoarsely. “Are they in another
dimension or the past or on an-
other world or what?””

Nathen was smiling bitterly,
and Jacob Luke remembered that
the young man had a friend in
that spaceship. “My guess is that
they evolved on a high-gravity
planet, with a thin atmosphere,
near a blue-white star. Sure they
see in the ultra-violet range. Our
sun is abnormally small and dim
and ycllow. Our atmosphere is
so thick, it screens out ultra-vio-
let” He laughed harshly. “A
good joke on ‘us, the weird place
we evolved in, the thing it did to
us!”

“Where are you?” called the
alien spaceship. “Hurry, pleasel
We're sinking!”

HE decoder slowed his tum-
bled, frightened words and
looked up into the Times' face
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for understanding. “We'll rescue
them,” he said quietly. “Yod™
were right about the time factor,
right about them moving at a
different speed. 1 misunderstood.
This business about squawk cod-
ing, speeding for better trans-
mission to countcract beamn wav-
er — I was wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

“They don’t speed up their
broadcasts.”

“They don’t—?"

Suddenly, in his mind’s eye,
the Times began to see again the
play he had just seen — but the
actors were moving at blurring
speed, the words jerking out in a
fluting, dizzying stream, thoughts
and decisions passing with un-
followable rapidity, rippling faces
in a twisting blur of expressions,
doors slamming wildly, shatter-
ingly, as the actors leaped in and
out of rooms.

No — faster, faster — he was-
n't visualizing it as rapidly as it
was, an hour of talk and action
in one almost instantaneous

“squawk,” a narrow peak of
“noise” interfering with a siggle
word in an Earth broadcast! Fast-
er — faster —it was impossible.
Matter could not stand such
stress — inertia — momentum —
abrupt weight.

It was insene. “Why?” he ask-

ed. “How?"
" Nathen laughed again harshly,
reaching for the mike. “Get them
out? There isn’t a lake or river
within hundreds of miles from
here!”

A shiver of unreality went
dowa the Times’ spine. Automat-
ically and inanely, he found him-
self delving in his pocket for a
cigarette while he tried to grasp
what had happened. “Where are
they, then? Why can’t we see
their spaceship?’”

Nathen switched the micro-
phene on in a gesture that show-
ed the bitterness of his disap«
peintment.

“We’ll need 4 moagnifying glass
for that.”

—KATHERINE Macl.FAN
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