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THE

WORLD - MOVER

*

Feature Novel by
GEORGE O. SMITH

*




Les Ackerman, unbelievably alive after a nuclear explosion,

finds himself sought after by the denizens of three possible

worlds, all contending that Ackerman alone can adjust the in-

credible situation he has created. Only Les doesn’t know what
he’s done!

Facinated, horror-stricken, Ackerman,

Laurie

Blaine, and her father walched

the Earth being consumed by atomic fire,

(illustration by Virgil Finlay)

O THE present sitting, there
were three Lundred thousand
wcrds in the report on the new
transuranic eiement that Les Acker-
man was studying. This took months
of painetaking work, but Ackerman
viewed his resulis with satisfaction,
To date, the report covered about all
that was to be known regarding the
physical and chemical properties of
this new element; there remained
onlv the nuclear properties to in-
vestigate.

Nuclear properties were always
left to last. Nuclear bombardment
defiled the element and rendered it
unsuitable for the undsstructive
chernical analysis and physical in-
vestigations,

So Les Ackerman closed his note-
book with a slam and checked the
refrigerator. T he deuterium-ice—
frozen heavy water—for the cyclo-
tron target was in fine shape. He
could start at once.



10 FUTURE combined with SCIENCE FICTION STORIES

He took both the ice-target and
the sample to the big, enclosed room
and inserted them in the proper
places in the cyclotron set-up. Then
he fired up the big cyclotron, and
high-energy deuterons bombarded the
deuterium-ice target, releasing free
neutrons that in turn bombarded the

sample.
That was to be his last job for the
night; the registering counters

would record the radioactivity while
he slept, and in the morning the
sample would probably be ‘cold’
enough to handle. He consulted his
prospectus in the notebook and
checked the bombardment-time for
this ~first nuclear test. One half
hour. At the end of one half hour,
Ackerman could turn off the cyc and
go to bed. The automatic counters
would quietly record the diminish-
ing activity of the ‘hot’ sample.

The click of the counting-rate
meter sounded. The first atoms of
the sample were being attacked
properly. Ackerman nodded to him-
self, there in the operating chamber,
separated from the real activity by
solid yards of concrete, water, and
paraffin.

Unluckily, Ackerman could not be
in the cyc chamber itself to watch.
As it was, it would have been no
more dangerous for Les to stand in
the radioactivity-laden cyclotron
room than it was for him here in
what all cyclotron mechanics
considered more than safe from harm.

‘As the neutrons raced invisibly
info the new element, a tiny, glis-
tening sphere expanded, millimeter
by millimeter. It was a strange field
of energy, a true freak of Nature.
Unpredicted and unknown, it hov-
ered at nine centimeters radius as
the sample swallowed neutrons by
the uncounted million. It expanded
again, slowly, slowly, slowly until
the critical proportion of sample and
transmuted neuclei was attained.

Then the glistening sphere of en-
ergy expanded with an acceleration
that drove it to the ends of the in-
finite universe in a matter of mi-
croseconds, Too swift to be seen, to

register—if there had been a means
of detecting it—and too swift even
to leave a trace of evidence on the
physical universe.

TS EFFECT, however, was evi-

dent to Ackerman. The others
who came later saw only what they
found remaining. Les was on the
spot, and saw the dual effect of the
bombardment of Element X by neu-
trons.

His notebook gave the first sight
of unreality. Like a double expo-
sure, or a photomontage, he saw
page after page curl up in charred
déstruction—curling up wraithlike
out of a complete and unharmed
volume! He saw the solid concrete
blocks rave into incandescence—fly-
ing in terrible fury out of the un-
harmed wall; each brick as it ex-
ploded separating ghostlike from its
unharmed twin. The laboratory ex-
ploded in a mighty pillar of flame
and fire—rising seventy thousand
feet into the sky but mushrooming
upward from the placidly unharmed
ghostly replica of itself. The light
from the explosion was all-blinding,
yet the calm moonlight still cast its
mellow shadow over the unharmed
buildings. The explosion shocked
fleecy clouds into falling rain—rain
that fell from the serenely existing
sky of the other—other—other
what?

Ackerman found himself standing
on the sterile land that surrounded
the laboratory, simultaneously
watching the boiling cloud above
and the moonlit laboratory below.
He was puzzled, somewhat afraid to
go close to the possible effect of the
nuclear explosion; yet there wvrasthe
fact that at least in one existance
the laboratory was unharmed.

He waited, wondering, The pas-
sage of time did not seem to bother
him. Previously, Ackerman had been
tired, and more than glad that this
was the last job of the evening. Now
he was far from weary, and the pas-
sage of time was difficult to esti-
mate,

He was surprised to see, not too
much later, that people were stream-
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ing towards the scene. He laughed at
one group—a racing column of ex-
cellent fire-fighting equipment; the
idea of tossing water or chemicals
on a radioactive explosion was amus-
ing in a sense. The fire had gone out
a microsecond or so after it had
started, and if anything were burn-
ing now, it was because the stuff
had not time to cool down yet. Ac-
kerman could think of nothing more
dangerous, however, than to drivea
fire truck—or anything else not
shielded in lead, water, and concrete
—across the scorched area.

He saw his collegues walking
wraithlike and arguing heatedly
against the police and firemen. The
latter wanted to go in; Ackerman’s
former mates were waving counters
and personal ionization meters at
them, trying to explain the danger.
The officials were inclined to be
skeptical of any danger that could
not be seen, but were equally awed
by the names of the men who barred
their way. At long last a crude cir-
cle was drawn on the ground; as the
curious folk continued to arrive, the
circle was quickly filled and people
were standing with their toes across
the line.

CKERMAN found one of his
friends near him. “Crowley!”
he called.

Tom Crowley did not hear; he
continued to argue with another fel-
low about Ackerman.

“No,” said Ackerman, “I’'m here—
not up in that cloud!”

“Poor Les,” said Tom. “I wonder
what happened.”

Ed Waters shrugged sorrowifully.
“I can’t imagine: there was certain-
ly nothing dangerous in what Les
was intending to do.”

“And we know Les,” replied Tom.
“He'd not take to doing something
off the beam.”

“There was certainly nothing off
the beam about bombarding Element
X with neutrons,” agreed Ed Wa-
ters. “We've done it before.”

“But not with as large a sample.
We'll have to be careful in the fu-
ture about it.”

Waters grinned wolfishly. “We'll

not toss another cyclotron to the
breeze,” he said. “We can get aneu-
tron-emitting radiosotope from one
of the uranium piles and shove the
two together by remote control; it’ll
save both lives and materiel.”

“Too damned bad,” said Crowley.
“We lost a good man.”

“But I'm right here!” exploded
Ackerman. He had been standing be-
tween them, waving his hands in
their faces—and in more than one
case through their faces. Strangely
enough, the trees and the ground
were quite solid to Les Ackerman,
but his friends were not.

The crowds of the curious came
and they went; newspapers, as the
hours went on, told Ackerman that
he was the victim of a terrible atom-
ic blast, a totally deplorable situa-
tion.

Ackerman wondered more about
it. Was this death?

* ® x

T WAS MANY hours later, when

daylight had come fully and the
morning’s work was to begin, that
Les Ackerman got his next shock.
The sterile area was still guarded by
Ackerman’s friends, making close
watch with counters and ionization
meters. Yet so far as Les was con-
cerned, the shallow depression of
greenish glaze fell in a concave
bowl below the surface of a serene
and untouched terrain upon which
the wraithlike laboratory stood. He
termed it “wraithlike” because he

. could see both the greenish depres-

sion and the laboratory, and the
other side of the blast-bowl through
the laboratory. He could not see
through the laboratory to glimpse
any of its insides.

Whatever this division was, Ac-
kerman could see a dual possibility,
could see either the world of the ex-
plosion or he could see the world of
peace and quiet.

His shock came as the technicians
began to arrive. Then, he blinked.
As he was standing beside Ed Wa-
ters, he saw Waters’ car drive up to
the parking place beside the labora-
tory, saw Ed emerge and enter the
building by the main door!
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Before he could follow Waters, he
saw Tom Crowley enter, too; Acker-
man left their counterparts on the
edge of the seared area and raced
forward with a shout of alarm.

It occurred to him, then, that both

men. carried personal counters and’

warning gauges; they would have
been warned away from the area if
there were any radioactive danger.
Ackerman found his hand passing
through the door-handle and puz-
zled over how to get in until he un-
derstood that if his hand could pass
through the doorhandle, he himself
might pass through the door. He did,
and with some dismay knew that he
was walking, not upon the floor of
the building but about a foot or so
below the floor. With an effort of

his will alone Les raised himself; it

was disconcerting to know that he
was wading knee deep through a sol-
id concrete floor.

He found Waters and Crowley in
the cyclotron room. They were look-
ing over the sample critically with
heavy magnifiers and making notes.
“Thought Les was going to flop
here,” said Waters.

“So did I. He must have decided
to go home after he was finished.”

“Don’t blame him. I'd have been
inclined to set the timers and leave
then. Ackerman is a cautious fel-
low and would wait until the timers
clicked off even though he had noth-
ing to do but sit and watch un-
erring meters. I'd say that Les de-
served a good night’s sleep. Well,
take a hunk off of the sample for
the radioisotopists, and we'll carve a
bit ourselves for later, then give the
remaining piece another banging.”

“You carve,” said Crowley. “I'll
get another heavy-ice target from
the refrigerator.”

Waters nodded, cut two infini-
tesimal slices from the sample witha
diamond-edged wheel, dropped them
into separate containers and labelled
them both. Then he re-inserted the
sample in the cyclotron set-up and
both men went out to give the Ele-
ment X sample a second shot—ac-

cording to plan, a longer and more
energetic blast.

Vainly Les Ackerman tried to
reach them.

He screamed himself hoarse, try-
ing to tell them not to do it—that
he had been a one-time victim. Then,
in fear and desperation, he saw them
leave the cyclotron chamber; he
fought and swore against his wraith-
like fingers that passed through the
sample of death. He clawed inef-
fectively at it, trying to take it from
the coming blast of neutrons, Like
the room, the walls, and the men, his
hands passed through the cyclotron;
through the sample; and through the
containing shell. Instinctively he
knew that the cyclotron was being
fired up, vet his fumbling hands felt
nothing of the fifty thousand volt
driving power of the Dee plates. He
knew instinctively when the storm
of the deuterons came to bombard the
heavy-water ice he knew that the
resulting neutrons were entering the
sample of Element X, ,

He fumed and fretted; then as his
mind cried out in vain, his will
slipped and Les Ackerman went
down through the floor of the room,
he could not reach up high enough
even to touch the imminent danger.

He turned and ran, almost crying
in frustration.

Near the seared edge of last
night’s explosion, Ackerman .turned
to watch. An hour passed—Two—
Three.

Whatever had happened before, it
was not to happen again. Not this
time, at least,

For when Les returned, Waters
and Crowley were watching the
brief half-lives die out on the count-
ers and making histograms in an ef-
fort to predict the safety-time. -

® * *

Mystified, tired of wondering, and
utterly lonesome, Les Ackerman
waited in the no-world life between
two direct possibilities of man’s ex-
istance,

It was meaningless to Ackerman;
perhaps it was meaningless to Na-
ture herself,

The complete incongruity of it all
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—and the conflicting evidences
were beyond him. Trees and rock
and ground were one; the building
was there and so was that sere bowl
of pgreenish glaze. At nightfall, his
friends entered their cars by the la-
boratory and drove right through
the still-crowding people of the
other existance. Waters passed al-
most through his alter ego, and
might have seen his friend
Crowley twice—excepting that Wa-
ters, unlike Les Ackerman, could not
see both coincident pathways of

event.,
and

! utterly  lonesome,
% completely baifled
about it all, Les Ackerman
finally slept. On the hard ground he
slept, loath to leave the scene.
He was awakened by the sound of
a voice speaking his name. Shaking
his head, Les sat up, saw that it.was
just about sunrise, and answered in-
stinctively, though he knew that his
voice could not be heard. He could
hear people—but people could not

EARY,

hear him; just as ke could see people-

but they could not see him.

“I'm right here,” he said for, per-
haps, the ten-thousandth time. He
expected, for the ten-thousandth
time, that he would not be heard.

“Good,” replied the voice.

Then in the growing light, Acker-
man saw a glistening, egg-shaped ve-
hicle coming slowly through the
grove of trees. It hovered above him
and settled easily to the ground.

The voice, he saw, came from a
woman who was obvicusly driving
the thing. There was a small hemis-
phere of glass thrown back from the
‘top’ of the vehicle, and the woman
was head and shoulders above the
level of the hull

She smiled, and Ackerman was in-
stantly attracted. “Well,” she said
with an air of successful finality.
“Youw've arrived.”

Ackerman shrugged. So far as he
was concerned, the girl could get out
of the vehicle and make passes at
him; he was still as isolated from all

people as a butterfly in a glass case
at some moldy museum.

“Have I?” he answered, still skep-
tical.

“You have.” She ducked her head
down into the vehicle and reap-
peared, coming out of a door in the
side. He was a little surprised at her
clothing. He expected something
bizarre; at least she might have been
dressed in something In keeping
with the completely exotic vehicle
she was driving.

But she was dressed in a simple
frock of silk or. nylon. Tasteful,
modern. She was auburn-haired and
very attractive according to Les
Ackerman’s fastidious standards.

“I’'m Tansie Lee,” she said, offer-
ing a slender hand. He took it and
found it firm and warm.

“I'm Les Ack—"

“I know; after all, I've come a
long way to find you.”

“Me?” asked Ackerman
plete wonder.

“You don’t really know what hap-
pened?” Her tone was teasing, and
she was obviously enjoying every
moment of it.

“No, not really,” he said, “All I
know is that I was bombarding
Element X with neutrons and then
—well, it's rather hard to describe
I can lean against a tree, but I can
also walk through the laboratory
door. That doesn’'t make sense.”

“Yes it does when you're properly
introduced to your environment.
Look, Les, you are in the middle,
lost territory between two branching
streams of events. In one branch,
you were the victim of an explo-
sion; in the other, your efforts
were sucessful in the lab.

“Now,” she said, groping for the
right words so that her explanation
would be simple, “a tree might be
in both worlds; therefore you can
lean against it. If a woodcutter in
one branch of events cuts the tree
dewn, then you could walk through
it in the other branch. The laborato-
ry is there in one branch only; the
green bow!l of atomic explosion is
there in the other Follow?”

Ackerman let that digest for a

in com-
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moment and then said: “What
would happen if I tried to break off
a tree branch myself?”

She laughed. “You'd find—and
you'll find—that things consist only
of Aristotelean extremes. Either they
are non-coincident and therefore
very intangible, or you’ll find that
they are coincident and as un-
touchable as tungsten carbide to the
bare hands. You can walk through
non-coincident granite but you
couldn’t make a dent in coincident
tissue paper.”

“Then how do my life processes
continue? Either I must be breath-
ing coincident—and therefore un-
touchable and unchangable air—or I
must be breathing non-coincident
and therefore untouchable and un-
changable air.”

She laughed heartily. “Troubleis,
Les Ackerman, you don’t really
exist; therefore your life processes
are unreal.”

“Oh—1 don’t exist,
what is this that is I?”

“I'll skip the metaphysics,” she
said with a laugh. “Do you doubt
the reality of unreal. things?”

“Isn’t that a disclaimer in itself?”

hey? Then

HE SHOOK her head. “The

square root of minus one is an
unreal number. It is a- pure formula-
tion, and vet it is an important factor.
You cannot dig too deeply into any
phase of science without using it—
and yet it is still an imaginary quan-
tity. It does not truly exist, nor do
you. Yet it is there as a formula-
tion, and that is what you—and. I
should add: I—are, or am, or which-
ever,”

He laughed too, at her confusion.
“We are,” he said, but it was more
of a question that a correction of her
grammar,

“We are—and there are and will
be others, too.”

“But I do not understand it at all.”

“It is not to be easily under-
stood,” said Tansie. “Not without
help. I'll help, if you want.”

“I’'d be happy to know what the
answer is,” said Les. “Just how do
you propose to help?”

“My machine. Take a ride?”

He nodded. “I'm hungry; have
you any groceries in that thing?”

“While we’re following the world
line,” she ptomised, “I'll show you
that I can cook, too. Come on!”

Tansie led him cheerfully into the
vehicle and closed the top-hatch.
“We’ll be heading into space,” she
said in a matter-of-fact tone,

“Space?” he gurgled.

She nodded.

“But why?”

“In our—condition—being sort of
trapped between two world lines, we
are swept along in synchronism with
the ‘temporal advance’ of the mas-
sive earth. The earth is moving:
through ‘space’. Since we have little
free ‘temporal inertia’, we are in-
stantly drawn to whatever era lies in
the physical mass. Follow?”

“Not too well, but it sounds like
saying that if the four o’clock train
arrives now, it must be four o’clock.”

Tansie laughed. “We go to the
‘space’ where earth will be in a hun-
dred years. Then, having no ‘tem-
poral inertia’, we are drawn through
time to that ‘instant’...You know
as well as I do that our language of
words and subject-predicate senten-
ces dissects” events into artificially
blocked-off units like ‘time’ and
‘space’. But these inadequate bits of
word-magic make. you feel better...
People not trapped in ‘free time’ are
possessed of almost infinite ‘temporal
inertia’ and the natural gravitation-
al attraction between masses in the
main activating force.”

Ackerman nodded. “I suppose
that indicates some sort of intrinsic
motion?”

“Not necessarily.”

“But all things are relative.”

Tansie thought for a moment. “I
don’t understand.”

“If all things are relative, then
position must be.”

Tansie looked blank. “I'm asking
no questions,” she said. “But ‘time’,
too, must be relative. And I know
that ‘time’ is relative to ‘space’, too.
The entropy factors change near
massive bodies. Why not ‘time?’
‘Time’ changes with velocity, as
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does mass. ‘Time’, mass, and velocity
are all factors.” '

“You forgot energy. Velocity is a
function of energy, which is inter-
changable with mass, which affects
the ‘temporal strains’, The whole is
one—or in less elision, they are all
manifestations of one another.”

Tansie smiled, stood up from the
control of the ship, and beckoned
with her thumb. “You're the bril-
liant physicist,” she said. “But I'll bet
I can fry a non-existant egg better
than you can.”

“Mind if I ask where you get these
imaginary eggs?”

The girl laughed and tossed her
auburn hair at him. “Real hens lay
real eggs. There’s two possibili-
ties—"

“I know,” he said, joining in with
her good spirits, “Either we have a
gang of ‘time-trapped’ poultry, or
the art of getting ‘time-trapped’—
along with an icebox full of proven-
der—takes a firm stand somewhere
along the line.”

“There’s means,” she admitted.

“Okay,” he said. “You cook—and
also explain to me just why you
seem to think I’'m the brilliant one.”

“We know you are,” she said; “you
bear the necessary knowledge to
avert disaster.”

‘(Me?ll

“You.” She pointed at him with a
flapjack-flipper, then used it -to
fracture the shell of an egg. “But no
explanation of that right now; it's
too consarned complicated. Wait un-
til you learn more about it, and it’ll
save us all a lot of time.”

“But I'm curious.”

“Naturally,” she said with a whim-
sical smile, “But I’'m going to make
the best of this trip, and 1 don’t
want to spend every waking hour in
explanation; you’d grow tired of
me.”

HE SMELL of bacon and eggs

permeated the place. Les lifted
his face and made a show of flaring
nostrils sniffing hungrily. The aro-
ma of toast was added, to which was
again the odor of butter hitting the
hot toast.

“If that tastes as well as it sounds
to the nose,” he grinned, “I could
take a lot of your company.”

Tansie whirled the plate before
him, placed a cup of coffee beside
it. Then she sat across the table from
him with her own plate and plied
her knife and fork in silence.

He wondered about Tansie; she
was singularly receptive to his likes
and dislikes, even to the idea of not
talking while he was eating. He said
nothing until the coffee, and then
he looked up and smiled. “That,” he
said, “was to the taste of Caesar.”

She dropped a curtsy that was not
well executed because she was not
wearing the kind of skirt that makes
a curtsy the sweeping genuflection
it was intended for. “I render unto
Caesar that which is Caesar’s.”

What stuck foremost in his mind
was the fact that Tansie had neg-
lected to supply sugar and cream
for the coffee—which might have
been a natural gesture—and he won-
dered whether she knew that he used
neither. He did not press the ques-
tion; he would let more evidence
pile up before he accused her of
being able to read his mind.

“You’ll be interested in a look out-
side,” she said.

IJWhy?"

“We’re not many months - ahead,
so far. The trees have fallen, and
greened again; yet there is sufficient
non-coincident growth to make the
sight somewhat bizarre.”

They went to the control cabin
and Tansie slowed the ship until
the gray haze outside diminished
and. the landscape became clear
again. The sight was strange. Now,
instead of coincident trees, only
the main branches were single. The
leaves were in that ‘temporal’ double-
exposure, since the twin worlds were
beginning to lose their twinship,
each following its own line of future.

“Weird,” he agreed, “but I thought
we’d be heading into ‘space’ for cer-
tain.” :

“We are in ‘space’,” she said. “So
far as true ‘time’ is concerned. The
earth is way back there.” She point-
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ed off vaguely in a gesture that em-
braced a full fifty degrees. “Trouble
Is that this heap wouldn’t spacehop
worth a tln cent in real life. But re-
member, we have little true Inertia,
and therefore a bit of propulsion
does a lot of work against a minute
mass. It also is less a matter of pro-
tection than convenience. You could
get out now if you wanted to.”

“No,” he said.

“But we will stop to stretch our
legs after lunch.” That, too, struck
Les Ackerman in the right pocket.

TANSIE HAD picked him up at

about six o’'clock in the morning,

and the time between then and the
clock’s registration of noon was
pleasant. The girl was brightly
emusing and bafflingly vague as it
pleased her fancy. She intrigued Ac-
kerman’s interest deenly, and the
liking was heightened by the almost
certain fact that she knew much
more about the thing, but was not
telling. There was time, she said.
Most of the talk was light, or

deliberately kept light by Tansie Lee. °

It went as follows, or approximately

80, depending upon the subject: “But

how did you find me?” he asked.

b ‘:I knew where—and when—you’d
e.”

“How did you know?”

“Well, for one thing, it's history.”

“Yeah,” he drawled, “but whose?”

“The unwritten history of the no-
world.” She laughed.

“Balderdash.”

“Well,” ghe said. “We do not exist;
we are not really here. Therefore the
history of our lives is also figment-
ary. It doesn’t exist.”

CINO?IP

“Nope,” she said with a shake of
her head. “Nothing is real.”

“Then how do you read facts out
of an unreal book?”

“How do you multiply a real unit
by an imaginary number?”

“We do it— Oh nuts.”

“Okay,” she laughed. “It’ll all
come out in the wash. Lunch?”

“Lunch!” he said firmly.

He led her to the galley and rum-
maged 1dly into the cabinets. In one

he found a bottle that smelled invit-
Ing. “Will this,” he asked, holding it
up and sloshing the amber fluid in
the bottle, “give we unreal people
unreal hangovers?”

“It depends,” she told him, open-
ing the refrigerator and handing him
a tray of ice cubes.

“Depends,” he said ruminatively,
busily mixing, “Upon the truth of
positives and negatives. A real per-
son with an unreal hangover might
not feel it any more than I can feel
an object that doesn’t exist simul-
taneously. Similarly, we unreal
people might not notice a real hang-
over. But if we unreal folks get un-
real hangovers by drinking unreal
whiskey, it might hurt. Is that it?
Is that what it depends on?”

She took the proffered glass.
“Nope,” she said, looking at him over
the rim of her glass. “It just de-
pends—like as usual—upon how
much of this stuff you think you can
pack away.”

They stopped after lunch, parked
the vehicle in a grove of trees and
went out for a walk.

“T note that things are single,”
gaid Ackerman.

“Wrong,” she said. “Look again.
Down.”

He looked down. Down—through
the hard earth to where there was
another surface at least fifty miles
below. Another ground-plane, dim,
unreal, but like the one upon which
they stood.

“Why?"” he asked her.

“Your explosion was minute, as
cosmic powers go. But this is many
years later. The most minute devia-
tion will make a difference in dis-
placement after a hundred years.
You, my sweet; are a Man Who
Moves Worlds.” The carital letters
were implied by her tone, and the
affectionate term seemed to come
naturally. -

It pleased Ackerman. Tansiz was
an attractive girl. She was as lost
in the middle of the ‘time-lines’ as
he was. Friendship—even love—
might come swiftly under attractive
isolation, but Ackerman believed that
neither the isolation nor the length
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of time had been great enough yet.
The attractiveness was admittedly
there.

And something in the back, ig-
nored-because-it-was-unpleasant part
of his mind was telling him, vainly,
to watch out because this was en-
tirely too idyllic.

L. CKERMAN clapped a lid down

on the malcontent thought and

reached . for Tansie’s hand to help
her up over a fallen log.

He retained her hand after help
was no longer necessary; he liked
it. The pleasant contact crowded out
the wonder if on the other existance,
miles away, had a similar fallen log.

He cast a sidelong look at her,
and caught her watching him. They
both stopped and faced one another.

Tansie stood there proudly, facing
him, waiting. He fumbled mentally
for a moment and then blurted:
“Tansie. Tansie, what is all this?”

She smiled wistfully. “Not yet,”
she said. “It all must be. I—am not
to tell you yet. And—Les—I'd prefer,
even so, not to spoil it.”

“Spoil it?” he exploded. “My idea
is to get whatever trouble there is
to be over with so that I can take
the rest of whatever time there is
for me to know you better.”

“You’ll have - a lifetime,” she
promised. “Providing you are a
completely free agent. My dear, this
way I am sure of the future. One
small slip, and the future is changed.
You—"

“Baloney }”

Tansie took a step towards him.
“Porget it.” Her eyes were inviting—
Hej. looked into them; Ackerman, in
thirty years of life, had never before
met the gir]l whose eyes drew him so.

He reached for her, and Tansie
came willingly into his arms. He
thought briefly that Tansie could
make him forget anything—and was
proven right; he forgot even that.

3

Y ECONDS, or seven thousand
years later, a rough laugh broke
b it up. Tansie hurled herself
away from him, whirling out of his

—

arms. The other was facing them
less than ten yards away.

“Very pretty,” he said with heavy
scorn. “Very pretty.” He waved at
them with a carbine. “So the great
physicist, the hope of the civilized
world, ultimate founder of the gal-
actic empire, is found lollygagging
with a broad.”

“Listen—" snarled Ackerman. He
lunged forward, blind with anger.
The loud crack! of the rifle brought
his head up, and the bullet smacked
the ground between his feet.

“What's the matter?” asked the
other with an oily voice. “You object
to my term? Well—Tansie, you tell
him.”

Tansie shook her head, dazedly.
“You can't say—"

“No?” snapped the other. “Well,
I'll tell him, Tansie. Ackerman, your
gal-friend is married.” _

“No—!" cried Tansie in a voice of
mingled pain and terror. She was
cut off by another crack of the car-
bine.

Tansie looked at the other man.
“Calvin Blaine, you're not—"

“Ackerman is coming with me,”
said Blaine.

“I don’t think so,” Les told him.

Blaine laughed cheerfully. “You
haven’t much to say about this.”

Les_spat in the other’s direction.
“Don’t let me get within grabbing
distance of that gun,” he told Blaine.
Disdainfully, he turned his back and
faced Tansie. .

“Is it true?”

She looked at Blaine.

Blaine said, in a cold voice, “Tell
him the truth, Tansie—or’ I'll kill
him.” -

Ackerman turned again. “Truth?”
he sneered. “Truth at the point of
a gun? ‘Truth’ in this case is forcing
Tansie to make a statement that ycu
approve. Truth! Bah!”

Tansie looked at Ackerman, then
at Blaine; this was an event she had
not counted on. Tansie had believed
that the history she knew—un-
written but known—was truth, de-
spite its happening in the future re-
_spective to ‘Real Time.” She had been
wondering about predestination and
the resulting futility of all effort;
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this seemed to prove to her that this

nebulous life was still subject to .

change at the whim of chance. But
Ackerman was important, and even
though his definition of truth was
correct in this case, he must not be
destroyed.

She looked at Blaine and then at
Ackerman the collapse of all her
hopes had stricken her dumb.

Tears were close to the surface.
Tears for herself, for her hopes—and
for Les Ackerman. Yet there was a
chance. Les must not be destroyed,
even at the expense of her own life;
Blaine knew that, which was why
he threatened Ackerman instead of
her. .

Calvin Blaine lifted the carbine.

Les Ackerman measured his
chances. and decided against them,
for the moment at least.

With hidden tears stinging her
eyes, Tansie Lee held up her left
hand. Ackerman looked down and
saw it. Very plain, very formal, as
lacking in surface glitter as Tansie
had seemed—Les wondered whether
the simple serenity of the wedding
ring was as false a cover for cheap
green brass as—as—

You damned fool! he told himself.
You trebly underlined, capital-let-
tered idiot! A saft glance, warm lips,
and an almost-invitation—and you
forget yourself!

The blind, stupid haze cleared
from Ackerman’s bewildered mind
and he looked into Tansie Lee’s face.
She had been looking at him,
searching his face carefully. But she
had seen his expression, and was
turning away. Ackerman watched
her go, coldly. 4 fool, he said to him-
self, is a man who makes the same
mistake twice!

Tansie walked away, her shoulders
down, her warmly-rich figure gaunt,
and the line and soul of dejection.

ALVIN BLAINE coughed and
said: “Sorry, Ackerman, This is
mostly for self-defence. I knew she’'d
work on you very well before I got
to you—and I knew that she'd work
well enough to drive you into blind
fury at the first mention of her
perfidy.”

“I don’t understand all of this,”
said Ackerman. His voice was hard
and his attitude one of complete
indifference. “What’s going on, any-
way?”

“You've heard of two countries, or
two men fighting for their lives?”

“Yes.”

“Ackerman, you started this. Un-
wittingly, of course. Bombardment of
Element X—which we call Temperon
—produced a freak field of force that
caused a division in the universal
stream of time. It has never
happened before and it will never
happen again according to the prob-
abilities—no one knows what hap-
pened.

“This, Ackerman, produced a twin
existance. Two probabilities that
stem from a dual explosion in your
laboratory. In one, there was a
complete success to jrour work; in
the other, there was total destruction
of your effort. Not only did you
split the world into twin existances
through ‘time’, Ackerman, but you
also split it definitely into twin
camps of reasoning. Your work was
based upon findings that came from
countries that were enemies not many
years before. Figuratively, you stood
on the shoulders of scientific wisdom
to prepare your manuscript of facts
on the element temperon.

“Your work was an indictment of
any policy that would hamstring the
free interchange of ideas, concepts,
work, and success. It was living
proof that all men contribute to the
advancement of civilization whether
they be good, not so good, bad, quick,
dead, friend or one-time enemy.

“The other existence, however, has
your evidence that men were plod-
ding through the uncharted seas of
boundless energy and power—"

“But I was not!” stated Acker-
man.

“You know that and vour fellows
know it. But your scientific fellows
are a minority, and many of them
doubt their own figures. They know
only that something blew you and
your laboratory off of the face of
the earth, and they all wonder why—
even those who claim to know that
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you were working with nothing
dangerous.

“Therefore, Ackerman, because you
and your kind were obviously
playing with a field of work that
might cause the destruction of the
universe, research is throttled and
controlled to within an inch of its
life. There is no leaping from an
unfounded theory to cold mathema-
tics to foregone conclusion like a
fast double-play from short to second
to first. To bombard a ten milligram
sample of anything never before
bombarded, the scientist must make
ten ten-hour bombardments, adding
one milligram each time.”

“Well—where do I come
asked Ackerman.

“You have the answer to man-
kind’s life in your brain,” replied
Blaine. “We need vour help.”

“That’s about what Tansie Lee
was telling me.” Ackerman’s mind
underwent a very brief session of self-
denunciation at the thought of Tan-
sie.

“I'll show you,” he said. “My ship
is hard by. T’ll show you, Ackerman,
the destruction of a solar system by
men who know too little about the
stuff with which they work.” |

Ackerman shrugged uncertainly.
“I'm not Solomon, nor even one of
his seventh-assistant helpers,” he said
thoughtfully. “But it strikes me that
there is as much danger letting
everybody play with atomic fire as
thzre is in throttling all brainwork.”

Blaine langhed heartily. “Any kind
of fire,” he said between shouts of
admiring laughter. “Even firewater!
They tried complete prohibition once
and people started to make every-
thing from Allyl Acetate to xyly-
lene glvcol in their cellars! No onée
vet has thought of legislation forcing
everybody to swizzle a quart a day,

in?”

and even the flushest of lushes
doesn’t offer drinks to kids. No,
Ackerman, youre to be proven
correct.”
‘ilVﬂJhy?Yl

“That’s partly why we need your
help,” said Blair. ‘“People have been
bootlegging science to a dangerous
degree. In the other existence, people
have been taking a free and untram-

melled holiday. In the future to
which we’re going, you’ll seze the
answer. Men have learned the folly
of fighting one another, Ackerman,
but thev have also learned the way
acrcss the strait of ‘time’. Burning
up my world by atomics will not
cause their pwn world to die”

“Doesn’t that give them both a
future?”

Blaine clapped Ackerman on the
shoulder and smiled sorrowfully.
“They cannot cross materially,” he
said. “They can blast only with
energy. Yet, even so, there is jeal-
ousy, hate, and malice. Remember
this, Lester Ackerman: what man
cannoct conquer, man destroys!”

fALVIN BLAINE’S ship was
R/ about the same as Tansie’s.
Blaine motioned Ackerman in and
followed, closing the door..From the
controls, up in the pilot’s deck, came
a musical voice that struck a chord
in Ackerman’s mind: “You found
him, dad?” '
“My ‘daughter,” said Blaine un-
necessarily. She came to meet them;
a golden blonde with sparklingly
mischievous eyes, upturned corners
of a round, rich mouth that was also
generous, and a warmly tanned skin.
“This is he, Laurie. Ackerman,
my daughter, Laurie Blaine.”
“How do ypu do, Miss Blaine.”
“I do fine, usually,” she told him
with a laugh. “And I start at once;
you are to call me Laurie; T'll
eschew formality, too, and call you
Les.” She turned to her father. “Are
we off in the planned direction?”
“We are. I succeeded in getting to
them before any damage was done.”
“Soon enough?” asked Laurie with
a devilish glint in her eye. Ackerman
squirmed uncomfortably, wishing he
could duck the double entendre.
Calvin Blaine recognized the
possibility of Ackerman’s discom-
fort—possibly because Blaine was
no more perfect than anyone else.
He would never tell Laurie that he
had interrupted a love-scene; she
would never know unless Ackerman
blurted it out. '
He nodded negligently. “He didn’t
know who she was,” he said.
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Laurie smiled at Ackerman. “We
know that Les Ackerman is a shy
man,” she said. “It—is becoming.
But to tell you the truth, Les, I'd be
worried about a bronze statue if that
woman decided to hurl herself at
its head.” The way Laurie said ‘That
woman’ was of the same tone that
one uses in describing someone who
was violating the ‘No Spitting’
ordinance in the subway. “You're
still pure and simple?” she asked
him with a laugh.

“I’'m simple, anyway.”

“Good; I'm not too bright in some
things. Dad’s tried to tell me about
temperon. I'm baffled; what’s tem-
peron?”

CKERMAN took a deep breath

and was frankly glad to get
off of the tender subject of his
affections and onto a more stable
discussion of material physics.

“It’s an involved yarn,” said Ack-
erman. Back in the nineteen-thirties,
a scientist by the name of Enrico
Fermi was successful in bombarding
almost every element with neutrons,
and succeeded in most cases by
raising the atomic number of most
of them, The neutron, you see, enters
the neucleus, making the neuclear
mass too great for the neuclear
charge. The neucleus then re-estab-
lishes stability over a time by
emitting a beta particle, transforming,
in effect, one of the neutrons to a
proton. Now the top of the periodic
chart is uranium, and Fermi
wondered what he would get if he
tried to raise the top-number.”

“That was plutonium?”
Laurie.

“Neptunium first, then plutonium,
After the Second War, science took
up again, investigating for the: sake
of learning more about their sur-
roundings. Plutonium was top-
number for not too long. Element
ninety-five came next, and ninety-six
followed soon. We were working on
element number one hundred and
forty-four; that is the one called
temperon.”

“There are that many elements
above the former top?”

“There are, theoretically, an infi-

asked

nite number of elements. Most of the
top elements are unstable—that is,
radioactive. Fissionable elements
occur more and more frequently in
the top brackets. No one has ever
seen element one hundred and
eight, you know; it fissions automa-
tically as soon as it is made.”

“How do you hurdle it, then?”

“Bombard it with deuterons, which
raises the charge one numker and the
mass two numbers. It isn’t easy, but
it works.” He looked at Laurie with
curiosity. For an avowed lack of
education in atomics, Laurie knew
the proper questions to ask. He
wondered whether her interest was
as great or her desire for knowledge
as deep as she said—or whether she
were doing her best to put him at
ease by leading him into talk about
the subject he liked best.

Then, surprisingly, she looked him
in the eye and winked with a brazen
leer. She stood up and headed for
the kitchen, knowing that he would
follow. When he arrived, she was
busily mixing drinks. He smiled. It
was an excellent grade of scotch; he
said so.

The drink relaxed him.

Laurie took the third drink in to
her father. “Good for the soul,” he
said to Ackerman, lifting the glass.

“It is,” he said heartily.

Then Calvin Blaine drew Acker-
man’s story out. Blaine was genuine-
ly interested in the true history of
the world, and enjoyed listening to

‘Ackerman’s description of the events

that took place during the World
War II and afterwards. “First hand
telling”, said Blaine; “It held cards,
spades, and big casino over the
books.” The drinks helped Ackerman
to relax, and before he knew it, the
aroma of fine steak was filling the
ship.

Laurie, too, was an excellent cook,

4

T WAS, SAID Les Ackerman
as he awoke, an eventful sixty
hours since the eventful partial
explosion en his laboratory. And in

" twenty six hours since Tansie Lee
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had found him at six o'clock the
previous morning, Les had travelled
a several of hundred years and a
good many millions of miles in
space.

Not bad, he thought, for someone
who does not exist.

He stretched and turned over for
another forty winks, and was dozing
when the door opened and Laurie
Blaine came in with coffee, which
she held temptingly under his nose
until he reached for it, and then
“held completely out of reach.

“Come and get it,” she said mis-
chievously.

“I don’t dare,” he laughed.

“How will I know that you're -

getting up?” she asked suspiciously.

“Take my word for it: that smells
like tomorrow morning.”

“Well,” she said brightly, “in case
you're interested, this Is tomorrow
morning. Get up!”

“You get out and I'll get up,” he
told her.

Then from the doorway, Calvin
called: “Better; we're not long nor
far from the scene I want to show
you.”

“Good enough for . me,” replied
Ackerman. “Drag that woman out of
here, will you?”

“Come on, shameless wench,”
laughed Blaine to his daughter.
“Despite your arguments, modesty is
a virtue, Let the man get dressed in
peace.” He grinned at Les. “She’d
sit there and make snide remarks
about your knees,” he said. “Git!” he
told her.

She got. And Les was thoroughly
awake and dressed in minutes.

After breakfast, Blaine took the
-controls himself. “We'll watch this
from a distance,” he said. “I've
enough power to break away from
the temporal inertia and attractive
mass. We can see both sides of this
thing, which is more than those
doing it can see.”

There was the feeling of lift to
the vehicle. It went on for an hour,
through the gray haze that pressed
against the windows of the ship
while they were in motion. Then,
finally, Blaine turned from the con-
trols and the haze cleared.

? 3

“I've accelerated the ‘time-rate’,
he said. “Now that we’re out of the
earth’s attractive temporal field.”

“Why?"

“Destruction of anything the size
of the earth takes time,” explained
Blair. “I've read stories in which the
earth crashed into another planet,
and it took place in a matter of min-
utes. Forgetting that at planetary
velocities—earth is about seventeen
miles per second orbital, if I remem-
ber correctly—it takes the earth
over a minute to cover one diameter
of motion. Also the chances of a real
crash, like a couple of golf balls
colliding is impossible.”

“Roche’s Limit?” asked Ackerman.
“They’d start to come apart by mu-
tual gravitational attraction before
they hit, and the resulting crash
would be more like two spoonsful of
baking powder hitting one another.”

“Sounds messy,” said Laurie.

Ackerman looked cheerfully sour.
“It would be.” he told her.

“This affair is not to be that sim-
ple,” stated Blaine. “No collision.
Just beamed energy. Equally messy,
thoueh.”

“The ‘'time’ speed-up is obvious,
ien't it?” asked Les, looking at the
distant earth through the telescope.
“l can definitely perccive the turn-
ing.”

“We're runnine “-ez at about twen-
ty to one,” said Blaine. “Earth will
turn once in about an hour and
twelve minutes.”

“When does the big show start?”

“Any moment now.”

“But where's the green hazy fog?”
asked ILes. “T thousht—"

“That fog is only apparent when
near a body like earth. It is caused
by the diffraction of the air—vou see,
when you're moving through ‘time’,
the speed-up of air-motion causes a
complete diffraction and diffusion of
all light. We're in space where there
is no air.”

S BLAINE spoke, a twinkle of
light burst like an exploding
bomb a half diameter to the north of
the earth. The speckle of light spread
and diminished in intensity; it still
cast a baleful but momentary glow
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over the northern hemisphere—or
not-quite-hemisphere because of its
proximity to the earth,
“That’s the beginning,”
Blaine. .
Minutes later, a second pinprick
of energy expanded. This one was

said

either on the surface or verv close; -

it was hard to tell which. But the
effect was terrible. A ruddy gout of
multicolored smoke and flame spurt-
ed out, leaping from the point of con-
tact. It raced up and away from the
surface making a tinv tuft of fluffy
smoke that looked like a wisp of
cotton pulled through the cloth cov-
ering of a pillow. It was tinv com-
pared to the size of the earth, but
the shock wave that raced in a con-
centric circle away from the gout of
energy—racing across the ground in
a crawling distorion—was quite visi-
ble. Its amplitude died as it spread
until it was invisible. .

Minutes later, a contracting circle
of chock-wave appeared. It converged
and closed down on the spot that was
still covered bv the tinv cloud. There
was considerable amplitude at that
snot where all the energy returned,
then the concentric shock wave raced
away from the point again.

“T’d like to see the antipodes,” mut-
tered Ackerman.

“We'll see others,” Blaine prom-
ised. )

“That was the same shock wave,
waen’t it?” Laurie wanted to know.

“Yes,” said her father, watching
through his telescope. “It started
from that city and spread out across
the earth. On the other side, of
course, the thing converged to zero,
passed through itself and spread out
again. It returned to its origin—and
will -continue to encircle the earth
until it dies. Each time it is less
perfect because of wave-diffraction
and refraction due to a non-hom-
ogenous ms=dium. That tends to
spread it out, makes its focal voint
imperfect. Its energy will be dissi-
pated in heat due te resistance, It
will eventually die and—"

“Here comes one!’ exploded
Laurie. “From the other side.”

They watched. The shock wave
converged, growing in amplitude as it
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circled down to the pinpoint. There
was a clouding at the focal point
where earth itself ground itself to
bits in the grip of a transmitted wave
of energy. The receeding wave
spread out again.

Then, as though the enemy had
been searching out their target—
bracketing it—other pinpricks burst
in widely separated places. The criss-
crossing of concentric shock waves
cast up high peaks that raced along,
tearing up the very ground.

“On earth,” said Blaine, “Nine
hours have passed since the initial
blast.”

More time passed, and then with
the target accurately bracketed, the
pinpricks of energy burst again and
again and again in lightning speed.
The face of Terra sparkled; scintill-
ated. The ground writhed and boiled;
mighty gouts of earth and tortured
stone burst upward where the bursts
of power drove below the surface.
The scintillating face of the earth in-
creased to a constant glow as the
ferocity of the attack increased. Mov-
ing clouds of gray and white ob-
scured the surface, through which
came the angry, flaming glow of
surface bombing by high, sheer ener-

The color temperature of the cloud
increased until the scintillating, ever-
changing illumination changed sub-
tly. Now the smoky, cloudy earth
shone with an angry glow more
bright than the individual sparkles;
it was like a fog-cloud iliuminated
from behind, “The earth,” said
Blaine in an awesome voice, ‘“is
growing incandescent.”

CKERMAN took a deep breath.
“And still,” he sighed bitterly,
“thev continue!”

“They will continue, until they
raise the temmnerature of the earth so
high that the thermal energy is suf-
ficient to exceed the escape velocity
of the earth’s mass. Then, driven by
the nower of the light-output, the
earth will disperse in a cloud of
streaming, incandescent gas. For,”
Blaine added sardonically, “as the
first quantities start to leave, the
mass diminishes and the escape ve-
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locity diminishes also. The earth
will expand in white-hot gas and
disperse forever.”

“Horrible,” said TLzs Ackerman
through a drv and aching throat,

He turned from the telescope and
faced Calvin Blaine. “I—started
this?”

Blaine nodded, but added: “Un-
wittingly. No fault of yours.” .

. ;‘Then, what can I do to avert
it?”

“You must help us,” said Blaine.
“Will you?” _

“I’ll do anvthing. But if this is an
extension of ‘Time’, how can the
future be changed?”

“This is just a most certain prob-
ability; intervention may change it.”

Ackerman sat down weakly, and
was thankful for the oversized jolt
of scotch that Laurie handed him.
“I'm still puzzled; it seems to me
that this splitting-off in ‘time’ must
go on constantlv. A tree might grow
either to the left or to the right. Do
not these offer different world-line
endings?”

“By and large,” said Blaine, “they
do. But you must remember that most
incidents are unimportant to the com-
plex. We have two living possibilities
due to your unfortunate accident.
You see, Ackerman, it is true that a
tree may grow either to the left or to
the right; it does not grow both
ways. When the ‘time’ comes for the
decision to be made, the forces-that
work toward causing that decision
have been in force for some duration
and the tree takes the most logical
move; therefore only one future en-
sues. Even in the decision of a possi-
ble dictator of all humanity, the de-
cisions he makes are dependent upon
his past experiense. Grand Chance
is not a matter of tossing dice; men
have a free will, Ackerman. Yet their
lives are fairly well cast ahead of
time by the course of their pasts.
The formula that caused World War
IT to grow out of World War I was
evident enough to prevent World War
I1I; yet in no way could Adolph
Hitler have been averted because he
rgse out of a situation already creat-
e ..Y’

“It still sounds like predestination

—and the futility of all effort.”

“Not so. You are a free will, Lester
—yet your actions are conditioned by
your past. By ‘free will’, I mean you
have a choice of alternatives within
the frame of conditions around you.
The only ones whose actions are not
dictated by solid experience are the
insane. And they, even by the An-
cients, were termed ‘Unpredictable’.”

Ackerman nodded. Once you knew
a man, you could make a fair predic-
tion of how he would react to a
given set of conditions, starting no
major alterations in his motives and
view points, etc. Perhaps if you knew
him very well, your prediction would
be better. Les smiled grimly. No man
knew another that well.

In fact, he admitted silently, no
man knew himself well enough to
predict his own reaction to an entire-
ly unprecedented situation!

UTSIDE, the terrible earth-glow
had become intense. It was ex-
panding like a misshapen balloon.
Wispy clouds of high-energy were
fingering out into space, followed
shortly by the main mass as it dis-
persed. It was ten times the original
diameter now, and increasing rapid-
ly.
“It will take days,” said Blaine.
“Of our accelerated ‘time’. But you
know the end-point.”

Ackerman knew. The end-point of
this was a blank space in the solar
system and a gradual re-establish-
ment of the energy-distribution of
the solar system to make up for the
missing mass-energy and attraction of
the destroyed earth. '

“What can I do?” he asked help-
lessly.

“How did they hit the earth?”

“I don’t know,” answered Acker-
man.

“They had observers, just as we
are. They got here by penetrating
the no-world lsetween the world-lines
as we have done. We—you—must de-
velop a means of our doing that. You,
Ackerman, are really the only one in
historic time who knows the secret
of temperon.”.

“No, I do not.”

Calvin Blaine smiled tolerantly. “I
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am of the destroyed earth,” he said
sadly. “We do not know how to pene-
trate the barrier.”

“But you are here,” said Les.

Blaine nodded very slowly. “Yes—
because you, Les Ackerman, know
that secret.”

“But I don’t—I den’t!”

“You will recall it. You will work;
you will succeed. And once you suc-
ceed in penetrating the secret of the
barrier between the twin possihili-
ties, you will help us. Then we will
be able to come through into this
temporal freedom of this unreal ex-
istance—to help you!”

Acleerman groaned. “I am the man.”
he said quizzically, “who travels
backwards in ‘time’ to write himself
a set of plans on how to build a
‘time machine’ which he is now using
to deliver the letter.” .

“Indeed.”

“And so,” Laurie said, smiling,
“you reach down, grasn yourself by
the shoelaces, and lift.”

“Ridiculous... But I will help!”

Calvin Blaine caught Ackerman’s
hand in a firm grasp. Laurie pressed
his other arm against her in a gesture
of real affection. Ackerman felt,
within him, the beginnings of a glow
of success—

And at that precise moment the
ship lurched, throwing them all off
balance.

ALVIN BLAINE cursed,

strove to disentangle himself

from Ackerman, who w2s trying
to raise both his weight and that of
Blaine from Laurie, who was pressed
harshly across the heavy desk; its
edge was cutting into her spine.

The lurch changed direction and
hurled them all from the desk and
across the tiny room against the wall
This time the combined weight of
Laurie and Ackerman crushed Blaine
to the wall, and drove the breath
from him. He struggled weakly;
Lauric slipped to the floor, gasping.

Ackerman, cushioned first by the
girl and second by her father, was
dizzy, but not harmed. Blaine slipped

\

FUTURE combined with SCIENCE FICTION STORIES

to the floor as Les Ackerman stooped
and lifted the girl to her feet.

Then there was a metallic, grinding
sound; shortly afterwards three men
strode in and snapped handcuffs over
the wrists of Laurie and Calvin
Blaine.

“You're lucky,” one of them said
to Ackerman.

“Lucky?” snorted Ackerman.
“That’s what he told me when he met
Tansie and re.”

“You're luckier this time,” laughed
the leader. “I'm Barry Ford. The guy
with the manacles and the police-
man’'s mein is Tod Laplane. He who
fondles the firearm is a trigger by
the name of Louis Ford. He is for-
tunate enough to share the same par-
ents with me.”

- Louis grinned cheerfully. “Sharing
a fine set of parents has but one
drawback,” he told Ackerman. “It re-
quires that T acknowledge Barry as
my blood brother. It shouldn’t hap-
pen to a salamander, let along a dog.”

Barry smiled genially. “Well,” he
said. “you’re luckier—and have al-
ways been in better company—than
I am—and have been.”

Laplane turned away from his han-
diwork. “Shall it be pistols and
coffee at daybreak?” he laughed.

“Took,” said Ackerman, interested
in the horsenlay but annoyed by the
entire occurrence, “Suppose you jok-
ers forget vour unreal animosities
and tell me what’s going on.”

“All's fair—” said Barry Ford.

“—In love and wrar,” finished his
brother Louls.

“Is that what this is?” demanded
Ackerman.

“By and large,” agreed Barry.
“You've just witnessed the destruc-
tion of a world; their world,” he
added, pointing at Laurie and Calvin
Blaine. “That, I must admit, was en-
gineered by our world.” To the lat-
ter word Barry added the gesture of
pointing to his brother and the other
man, Laplane.

“It was not a pretty sight,”
snapped Ackerman; “are you going
to try to justify it?”

Blaine grunted angrily. “No one
can justify wanton destruction,
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“Remember, Ackerman, that what
you have just observed is but a close
probability. Believe this because we
cannot prove it right. now—we will
later—but we have as interesting a
scene to show you concerning our
world, Engineered, I might say, by
Blaine and his very lovely daughter.”

“He told me that I was the man
who could avert that affair.”

“Uh-huh,” grinned Barry wolfish-
ly. “You are. You were well on the
way to averting it. Look, Ackerman,
how long do vou think this unnatural
splitting of the ‘time stream’ can con-
tinue?”

“TI don’t know.”

“Well, not much longer. This un-
real ‘time-space’ comes to an end not
far from here, Ackerman. The ending
of ‘time-space’—this unreal existance
between two probabilities ends; and
he who lets the normal passage of
‘time’ catch up with him 1is, at the
end of this ‘time-snace’, trapped in
the natural world. That is the ‘future’
and will alwavs be the ‘future’ to
those of us who' roam this ‘time-
space’ in the hope of averting the
tragedy. When we all have succeed-
ed, we will all come to the end of
‘time-space’, here and not long hence,
and permit ourselves to be caught up
with the natural pattern of life. Your
friends here—my enemies—were
about to accomplish their purpose.”

“Purpose?” said Ackerman trying
to follow the other man’s reasoning.
“Is it a foul purpose to try to prevent
thz death of a world?”

4ORD NODDED. “You, Acker-
man, are destined to save the
situation. Blaine and Blaine, here,
ere about to permit you—with them
—to be caught up with the ending
of this ‘time-space’. Then the bril-
liant Lester Ackerman would be lost
to ‘time-space’ forever. The real
tragedy would come, but the minor
tragedy that only they consider
worthy, would have been averted. So
long as you remain in ‘time-space’,
Ackerman, the destruction of their
earth is a definite probability.”
“Sounds like a good reason for
leaving.”

“Yes? Then listen: So long as you
remain in ‘time-space’ the destruction
of my world is improbable.”

Calvin Blaine glared, and he spoke
up. “Ackerman, what he says is true,
in part; because he intends to use
you to develop a means of destroying
my world. If you pass into the fu-
ture, our own scientists- will succeed
first and therefore be able to des-
trov his world.”

“You're in the middle,” said Laurie
in a sympathetic voice. “No matter
which vou do, you've got the fate of

* a world on your head. I believe,” she

added wistfully, through welling
eyes, “that I might have been able
to make you forget that. In fact, had
it been mine to say, you’d have been
spared knowing that upon your
shoulders 1lies the decision as to
which existence should be saved. It
is a question that no mortal should
ever be called upon to decide.”

“Come,” said Barry Ford to Acker-
man. He ignored the girl's plea.
“We've got to get out and into our
own ship. This one is drifting to-
ward the end of ‘time-space’; we'll
be caught.”

“Even now,” said Laurie in a voice
that wrenched Ackerman’s heart, “I
could ease the hurt; make you forget
that such a problem once was yours.
He'll leave us to drift, Les. We'll be

-caught and taken from this life. If

you decide—please come. To—me?”

Barry turned roughly and snapped:
“You’d sell yourself for vour world?”

“It would not be a difficult sale,”
she answered.

“But a bargain hard to keep pure,”
he snorted. '

Laurie smiled. “It often happens,”
she said with a ring of sincerity,
“that duty and logic both direct one
toward his heart’s desires that’s when
life'is best.”

“And you?” Barry scowled.

“I find nzither duty nor logic to be
odious terms,” she said; “and I'm
not one to abandon a pleasant idea
just because it isn’t original with
me.”

Louis Ford suddenly jumped.
“Hurry!” he shouted. “She’s stalled
us fo the danger point!”

“Trickstress,” scorned Barry.
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“They lie!” screamed Laurie.
“Lester—believe me!l”

Calvin Blaine turned to her. “Les
will do as he believes,” he said. “And
all is not lost. We may yet win; re-
member—this, too, if but probabil-
ity!” )

Louis Ford and Tod Laplane
grabbed Les Ackerman by the arms
and hurried from the ship, into
theirs. Les heard Laurie’s fading
voice crying through sobs for him to
stay.

HE DOOR of the other ship

rapped shut and cut off the cries.
“A’ consummate actress,” said Barry
levelly.

Ackerman turned to him. “I pre-
sume that Tansie Lee is one of your
crowd? Frankly, I really don’t know
who to believe.”

Barry laughed shortly. “Tansie
Lee? She is none of my crowd; she’s
a weak-minded sitter on the temporal
fence, Ackerman. She believes that
both worlds can be saved.”

“Well, can’t they?”

“Oh, now look, Ackerman, you're
not the same kind of wishy-washy
creature. Life is a struggle always.
Kill or be killed still works—and al-
ways will.,”

“Just destruction for the sake of,”
said Ackerman harshly, “is untena-
ble—even though you indulge in self-
justification by believing that life is
always kill or be killed.”

“Let’s face it,” said Barry Ford.
“Before your perilous experiment,
we had a single world, with a single
‘future’. You caused fission of ‘time’.
The twin existences are starting to
converge again; the energy used in
splitting ‘time’ is dissipating and as
it is converted, the ‘time-streams’
converge. But they have not been the
same world for hundreds of years.
What will happen when suddenly
the solar system contains two suns,
two earths, and two of each planet?
The sky will be filled with double
stars where single stars once were,
and quadruple stars where doubles
now exist. Some, that have not
moved far from one another in their
contingent existances, will find one
gnother occupying the same ‘space’!

ee’”

Ackerman scowled uncertamly “It
looks to me as though we re sched-
uled for a big blast anyway.”

Ford shook his head with a slight
smile. “Nope,” he =aid. “Not at all;
you see, Ackerman, there is only one
thing that tends to draw the coinci-
dent existances together. One force
against the fissioning force of your
little experiment. If we can destroy
that force, the twin lives will con-
tinue to drift apart.”

“And that force?”

“That force, Ackerman, is the
physical energy of the human mind! e

“Uncontrolled? What is rthe . af-
finity?”

Barry bit his lip and shrugged.
“Human cussedness,” he said. “Why,
fundamentally, are you a brilliant
physicist?”

“I'm not; and I've been called that
by too many people.”

“You are and we’ll pursue the
question. Why?”.

Ackerman grinned. “Just apelike
curiosity,” he said. “I like to know
what makes things tick.”

“Research,” said Barry, “revealed
to our world that this ‘time-split’ did
obtain. It was announced. Instantly
all people began to wonder what the
other one looked like, whether he had
a ‘time-brother’ on the other one, and
every man, woman, and child found
himself hoping, someday, to join the
other world. Doubtless those of the
other earth did likewise.” ,

Ackerman nodded absently. “You
can destroy the earth but you can’t
change human nature, is that it?”

“With precision.”

CKERMAN thought for a mo-

ment. Then he said: “I’m in
the middle; I've been told by three
groups that within my mind lies ,the
hope of salvation. That may be’so,
but where it lies I'll be unallz’%e to
tell until somecne tells me. Maybe
I'll meet myself here in ‘time-space’.
Then perhaps I can tell me.” He
laughed bitterly.

“However,” he said roughly, “I'm
still in the middle. I've been led
around both by the nose and by emo-
tions and logic that may be correct—
or sheer sophistry. Someone should
haul off and tell me the truth, the
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whole truth, and nothing but; too
many people seem to be keeping
things to themselves. Like the gang
who is afraid to vote for a square
deal because a square deal means
that they'd get vvhat was coming to
them and they know they wouldn’t
like what they deserved.

“Everyone seems more than willing
to make use of me to further their
own ends. I'm still in the middle
because I don’t know the whole
story.

“However again,” he said with a
sour smile, “there is one item upon
which all warring groups agree. And
that, gentlemen, is that Lester Acker-
man’s mind contains the answer to
the problem. Until I know what the
answer is, I'm unable to help friend
or foe, or in between. Nor,” he added,
“do I know which is which, yet.

“Therefore,” he finished, “I'll go
along with you because you happen
to have captured the pawn in free
gambit; perhaps I'll learn the answer
to all of my questions at the same
time.”

Barry and Louis Ford and Tod La-
plane listened quietly. Then Barry
nodded. “You've been pulled this
way and that way, Ackerman, be-
cause you were unable to move on
your own; it is an admission of
weakness to refuse the other side its
due. It is an admission of strength,
belief in one’s own ideals, and faith
in the rightness of himself if he is
not only willing for the other side to
be heard, but urges it. Well, Acker-
man, we think we’re right and we’ll
take you at your word; we have eve-
ry reason to believe that our side of
this complicated story is the sound-
est.” .

“Then how do I start?”

Barry smiled. “We all need a
means of entering ‘time-space’ from a
real existance; you are the only one
able to do it so far.” '

“But you’re here,”

“We are—but excellent probabili-
ties; we are proof that you succeed-
ed. You might fail, Ackerman, and
then our life would remain on our
individual worlds. Our life here will
fade and all we've been able to do
will also disappear.”

“And me?” asked Les, puzzling.
“Am I a real identity, wandering
through an unreal realm of fancy?”

“This is an unreal world,” said
Barry thoughtfully. “Therefore you
must be unreal, too. However, if you
fail, it will be as though you died in
that explosion. If you succeed, you
will live again. With us!”

b

l ARRY FORD, unlike Les
: Ackerman’s other companions,

® was set up for work. Tansie
had wanted to show him first and

‘explain afterwards; what her real

purpose was, Les Ackerman could
not divine. He suspected her motives
deeply; after all, Tansie was a
married woman by her own admis-
sion, a fact she had not mentioned
until it had been forced from her.
Not only that, but she had behaved
like a woman who was not only
interested in him but who also
wanted his interest in her. Ackerman
squirmed uncomfortably as he re-
called - his complete, doglike faith.
He’'d missed the 'ring; it was small
and of natural gold that blended
with Tansie’s golden skin. He sus-
pected that she had been careful to
keep her left hand either out of
sight or in motion, so that he could
not see it.

The Blaines at least, were more
straightforward; there was less
mystery to them. Or, he admitted,
their purpose had been uncovered by
Barry Ford and Company. At least
there seemed to be no perfidy there.
Laurie was justified in trying to save
her own earth. It was a rather in-
volved question; one that might
never be solved. Ackerman might
never be sure whether Laurie’s
interest was real. Saving a world was
a large item, one that might drive
a person into most any devious act.
He had no doubt that Laurie was
a consummate actress, as Barry Ford
claimed. Calvin Blaine was equally
justified, Ackerman smiled grimly.
He saw no reason to vote for one
against the other; he did not sub-
scribe to thelr policy, which was to
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save their own at whatever expense
to any other, yet he was firm in his
own willingness to admit that they
were justified in their own minds.
Placed in a similar position, Acker-
man knew that he would lie, cheat,
and steal to save his own earth from
destruction.

But things were clearer. Ackerman
held no illusions now. He pegged
Barry Ford right. Ford, of course,
was smart; he knew that by this time
there could be little chance for
blind leading. His sensible course
was to admit the conflict and ask
Ackerman to view both sides before
acting. Also, grinned Ackerman,
Barry Ford was smart enough to
realize that after having two women
hurled at him, Les would be inclined
to view any other such acts as sheer
folly. The adage said: Once burned,
twice shy. After twice scorched,
how skittish for the third time?

He had completed the circle of
thought; he was back to Barry Ford.
The third party in this wild game
was, unlike the others, set up for
laboratory investigation; Les ad-
mitted once that he did net know
about Tansie Lee and the Blaines.
Maybe they were also set up. He
hadn’t been around that long.

Les Ackerman was beginning to
understand the basis for the famed
General Semantics. It was fine to
know what was “truth”, or feasible,
or “good”. It was even better to know
what was not “truth”, or “good”, or
feasible; that implied a greater
recognition of knowledge. Thomas
Edison was reported to have known
several thousand things about his
nickel storage battery that would not
work. .

The trouble with Ackerman, he
himself realized, was that he knew
nothing at all. It was an insane
program; he was here, aided and
working for men who were able to
get here because Les had been suc-
cessful in his work. And then they
blithely stated, coldly and calmly,
that so soon as he proved himself
unable to succeed, they would all
disappear!

He shoock his then

head, and

grinned. Fervently he prayed that
this was not a wild dream; it was
such a fearful mess that any waking
would be a sorry anticlimax, He re-
called Doctor Forbes, the eminent
psychiatrist, who once said that there
was absolutely no way to prove to
one’s own satisfaction that he was
either dreaming or awake. He re-
membered that especially because
he’d had a dream shortly afterwards
in which he dreamed that he had just
awakened from a dream. Doctor
Forbes had nodded when told, had
mentioned that his subconscious had
used that method to try to prove to
his dreaming mind that the dream
was real,

He stopped thinking along those
lines. That way madness lay. It was
reminiscent of the childlike rea-
soning that asks: “But Daddy, who
brings the baby storks?”

Or, he reconsidered irrelevantly,
how many angels can stand on the
point of a pin.

HERE WAS another, more per-
tinent thing. On that point, Ack-
erman left his room and went to
Barry Ford. “Look, Barry,” he said.
“I want to know how you got here.”

“You brought us through.”

“And where is the equipment I
used?”

Barry shook his head. “I don’t
know right now.” »

“And I suppose that the Blainms
came likewise?”

Barry nodded.

Les Ackerman shook his head.
“I've been shoved around, so much
that I see little reason in bringing
this gang through so that yeu can
all shove me around. I'd like to go
back myself.”

“You can never go back,” said
Barry, sincerely. “And you'll find
that living in this ‘time-space’ is not
the bed of roses it might seem. It
gets goddam lonesome. You'll get
wild for the touch of an honest
whim. We bring through only what
we plan ahead for; yocu must plan
every item, Ackerman, which leaves
the chance-factor of living complete-
ly out. There is no getting up in the
middle of the night to take a run
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to the corner drugstore for a cup
of coffee. Or calling up your girl
for a quick date as a pleasant sur-
prise. If you hope to do something
like that, you've got to plan it ahead
and say to yourself: ‘On the seven-
tieth evening in ‘time-space’, I shall
surprise my beloved by presenting
her thh—somethmg very unperish-
able” I'm sorry that I cannot help
you, Ackerman.”
. “You might have brought
equipment through with you.”
“Or a model? No go, Ackerman;
the thing isn’t like a radio set or a
small cyclotron. It's more a matter
of force fields and energy gradients,
as I too-vaguely understand it.”
“Why didn’t anybody think to
ship through a physicist?”

the

Ford snapped the communicator -

“r

on and called: “Fellows, come here,

all of you!”

Louis Ford came first, and Tod
Laplane. Then a striking brunette
that Ackerman had not seen before—
and for whom Barry said, quickly:
“This is Tod’'s sistef Joan; she’s
here as a general statistician and re-
corder, and not for the purpose of
enticing you.”

“That’s not very complimentary to
either of us,” said Ackerman.

Joan smiled honestly. “No, it isn’t.
But it is true, Lester. You see, I'm
a gatherer of facts; I know how
people have been trying to use you.
I promise—we will not.”

Tod smiled at her and then asked:
“Why the general call, Barry?”

Barry grinned. He gave them a
brief resume of the talk and dis-
cussion, and Ackerman’s questions of
why it couldn’t be done by copying
the models used to bring them
through. Then, with a flourish and
a beautifully executed counterfeit
of Lester Ackerman’s voice, tone,
and diction, said: “Why didn’t any-
body think to ship through a phy-
sicist?”

Laughter rang through the ship.
Barry himself broke down and leaned
weakly against the desk. Tod La-
plane fell inert into a chair and

shook with gales of silent laughter.

Louis Ford merely gulped inanely,
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and Joan added her mirth in a
gurgling contralto.
“Okay,” snapped Ackerman, “so

soon as I find the face I dropped
here somewhere, I'll leave.”

That stopped the laughter. “Look,
Ackerman, you're the great physi-
cist; why should we have another?”

Ackerman snorted. “The next
character who calls me a ‘great phy-
sicist’ either with or without capital
letters is going to get a mouthful
of fist,” he snarled; “I'm tired of
being the main point in a_joke.”

Barry sobered quickly. “It is not
used in a sense of ridicule or insult.”

“I don’t give a damn how it is
used. I don’t like a lot of people
calling me a veritable messiah. I'd
not like it even if their tongues
weren’t shoved eight miles out in
their cheeks. So stop it, unless you’d
like to go a few swift ones with me.”

Barry nodded. “Sorry, Ackerman.
But—you understand—we know you
brought us here. Within your own
mind and your own ability, you have
the secret to the big question.”

“About all I know about the
physics of this business is that it
started with a few grams of tem-

- peron.”

“We'll get you some temperon,”
said Barry. “And a cyclotron. And
most anything else you're likely to
need.”

“Good,” snorted Ackerman. “Get
me a lie detector; eight gallons of
scopolomaine; and a psychiatrist—
and have ’em comb my mind.
Frankly, I'd like to know the answer,

too.”
* * *

CKERMAN settled for the cy-

clotron and the temperon. He
spent a week of trying, but little
came of it, according to him. Barry
Ford had come well prepared. The
mass spectrograph was a beaut; the
cyclotron was a physicist’s dream;
and the physico-chemical laboratory
must have set someone back a cold
half billion.

And to top it all, Ackerman had
been the mainspring that brought it
through, and was now trying to
figuré out how and why,
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He learned more about the neu-
clear properties of temperon. They
were nothing to get excited about,
or he considered them normal until
the statistician-girl, Joan Laplane
looked up from her notes and asked,
innocently: “Temperon is stable.
The neutron-isotope—making it the
next atom-number above, is radio-
active. But I note that it is doubly
radioactive.”

“It is. It either emits an alpha
particle and: drops two numbers and
four masses down, or emits a beta
ray and jumps a number up with
no change in mass. In the first case
the resultant is stable. In the second
case, the resultant then emits an
alpha particle and an electron and
becomes stable—the same element.”

“But why should it emit one of
two vparticles?”

“That’s a normal state for many
radioactives,” said Ackerman. “Radio-
activity is a sign of atomic instabil-
ity. The ejection of the unbalancing
particle is not instantaneous. It takes
‘time’. In the meantime, the neucleus
is unbalanced. Now, this unbalance
energy is distributed among the
particles of the neucleus, and de-
pending whether the alpha collects
the necessary energy first or wheth-
er the random rambling of this
energy drives out a beta ray, we have
the splitting of the radioactive
ladder. It happens, for instance, in
all three of the normal radioactive
chaing: Thorium, actinium, and
uranium. Thorium drops down the
scale normally, dropping alpha
particles and beta rays until it
reaches Thorium C, which is an
isotope of bismuth—bismuth 212.
There it splits into Thorium C’ or
Thorium C’’'. Thorium C’ emits
alpha and becomes lead 208; Thor-
ium C” emits a beta ray and—like-
wise—becomes lead 208.”

“Might it mean an unknown struc-
ture of the neucleus?” she asked.

“Might,” he said reflectively.
“There’s isotopes—elements with
the same atomic number but different
masses. There’s isobars—elements
with the same atomic masses but
different numbers. Maybe there’s

you-name-it-bars with similar masses
and numbers but different struc-
tures.”

“Different meson activity.”

“Mesobars?” he laughed; “I'll buy
that.” It intrigued him, and he went
on: “Maybe temperon, in splitting
into two different possible atoms
produces a situation whereby the
reactions between the two elements
results in something new in nuclear
physics.”

Barry Ford looked up and said: “I
could see that it might be messy if
Element X fissioned into radio-
iodine and radiophosphorus.”

“Not phenomenally so,” replied
Ackerman, shaking his head. “A few
atoms of explosive chemical mixture
is still small peanuts to the energy
of a radioisotope, let along a true
fission. And the resulting chemical
combiriation still has the radioiso-
topes in it which will emit and
change. Chemical combination of an
atom of hydrocarbon and oxygen
produces a few electron volts. Alpha
from any radioisotope runs into
millions of electron volts.”

“Um. Well, what have you got?”

“I don’'t know,” said Ackerman;
“I've got to think.”

He stood up and stretched, and
said he was going for a walk. Idly,
he hefted the bombarded temperon
on his fingers and then dropped it
into a side pocket. He turned and
left the laboratory.

T WAS ON earth, of course, set
in the backhills of Wisconsin,
several miles from Ladvsmith. Ack-
erman wanted to roam the roadways,
and possibly gaze upon one of the
handy lakes and wish fervently that
he was not trapped in a no-world
where he could do nothing but fume.
A car came up behind him, and
he stopped to watch. It was not a
phantom car of the real world, but
a ' ‘time-space’ car of his wunreal
existance. Joan Laplane leaned out.
“Ride,” she stated; “gets farther and
leaves energy to enjoy whatever
you're seeking.”
“QOkay,” he said. “What I want to
do, I guess, is to ride through a city
and watch people.”
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“That’s masochism,” she told him.

“Perhaps,” he nodded. “But its
also a matter of frustration; I'll ride
if you'll drive this hickey through
traffic.”

“Right through,”
cheerful laugh.

It was rather hair-raising, to Les.
The girl drove well, but downright
recklessly. That is, until he remem-
bered that they could drive through
any other car in motion.

Joan Laplane drove through other
cars to pass them, and at one time
she enjoyed driving on the left side
of the road through a careening
coupe that was racing towards them.
It gave Ackerman a thrill and, in a
sense, helped him to relax.

Then they were in the town of
Ladysmith, a minute metropolis of
about ten thousand people, but large
enough in relation to the other towns
in the vicinity to be the county seat.
Joan brazenly selected a fine parking
place in between two No Parking
signs in front of the city hall, and
backed her car through the cars of
two of the local politicians who
were nepotically disregarding the
signs.

“That’ll show 'em,”
grin.

I‘Why Stop ?ll

“l want to dance,” she told him.
“We’ll not pay entry, nor can we
buy a drink. But we can use their
floor and we can dance right through
the other customers and never get an
elbow in the ribs.”

Ackerman  laughed. This ‘time-
space’ had some advantages. “But if
your feet get trampled, I can’t blame
some clumsy-footed sfranger.”

Joan nodded, and her raven hair
rippled tantalizingly. - “Nope,” she
said, “you can’t; so if you dance on
my feet I'll bark your shin with a
spike heel. Fair enough?”

“Fair,” he said.

1

ITH SMILES of mutual
A amuscment, Joan and Les

' walked through the door of
a small nightclub, past the hatcheck

she said with a

she said with a

girl, past the headwaiter, and into
the clubroom. “First time,” said Joan,
“that anybody has ever got into a
jernt like this without paying well
for the privilege.”

“It has its disadvantages,”
Ackerman; “we get no table.”

“That’s easy,” laughed Joan. She
led Les across the dancefloor and
seated herself on the edge of the
bandstand, sitting right through the
saxophone player’s music stand. Ack-
erman sat beside her, his shoulder
partway through the cornetist’s
knee. It was sometime later that they
both noticed that they were not
really sitting on the bandstand but
upon something as firm at least three
inches below the floor-level. It was,
he was beginning to understand, a
matter of temporal mass and
temporal inertia—which Acker-
man associated with permanence,
dependability, and ponderosity. The
earth was quite permanent; it had

een a functioning factor for a good
many billion years. The building was
more or less permanent, but far from
having the permanence of a brick
wall, for instance.

The music started and they
danced; it was fun even though their
feet moved ankle deep in the floor.
The floor, of course, was polished
and waxed. They were dancing on
something that was less slick, but the
matter of dancing in itself was
enjoyable enough to reduce all dis-
comfort to a minimum.

“I'd still like to order a drink,”
said Ackerman.

Joan shook her head. “I haven't a
flask,” she told him. Her statement
was unnecessary. Her grandmother
might have been able to conceal
several quarts in and among the
voluminosity of clothing. Joan La-
plane, like most of ihe other girls
of her day, would have been baffled
to conceal a fluid ounce unless
internally.

Liquor was not really necessary;
Ackerman enjoyed himself. Joan was
an excellent dancer and she was
willingly lissome in his arms. She
attracted him, and he was rapt in
the enjoyment of the moment; so
rapt that he noticed but gave no

said
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thought to the tickling movement
against his hip. ,

It was neither annoying nor pleas-
ant; it was easily ignored. What-
ever it might be, it could wait.

But as they moved across the phan-
tom dancefloor, the tickling motion
increased slowly, raising its violence
by degrees until it was no longer
something to be put aside.

Ackerman gave it thought, then.
It. was, as he had subconsciously
known all along, the sample of
temperon. It was, inexplicably,
moving.

Ackerman watched it carefully,
after that. He said nothing. Luckily,
Joan Laplane was the kind of girl
who dances silently, enjoying the
silent communion of musical and
physical pleasure. Therefore she did
not notice that Lester’s attention was
directed more toward something
else. Ackerman was glad that his
dancing was good enough to perform
without complete attention, other-
wise he would not be able to keep
his secret.

Tt—increased.

He noted it, smiled, and delibera-
tely steered Joan and himself
through another dancing couple. It
was one way to make the desired
test—to prove what he was beginning
to suspect.

It had the desired result, but the
aftermath was astounding.

The girl of the couple through
which Ackerman had passed sudden-
ly squirmed, stopped dancing. Ack-
erman steered Joan four quick steps
away and made a graceful but swift
turn so that ke could look over her
shoulder.

FEYHE OTHER girl turned, took
B, quick bead on the man dancing
behind her, and let him have the flat
of her hand acress his face.

At that instant, the music died in
a cacophony and the chattering of
the crowd died with it.

“Get fresh!” snapped the girl,

“What did T do?” asked the dum-
founded man, rubbing his face.

The girl let him have her other
hand on the other side of his face.
“That’ll tell you!” screamed the girl

in a voice that would have awed
Medusa the Gorgon.

Her escort, puzzled, stepped for-
ward between the other two. “What’s
going on?”

“I don’t know,” answered the
slapped one; “all of a sudden she
ups and cracks me.”

“Must’ve been a reason,” snarled
the man. “Out with it!”

The slapped-one’s girl friend faced
the insulted girl. “Free with your
hands, aren’'t you, dearie?”

“So’s he!” she snapped in return.

“So’'m I!” screeched the other girl.
She reached and came back with a
handful of hair. The other girl raked
four red furrows down the side of
the hair-puller’s cheek, and the battle

-Wwas on.

“Get her out!” snapped the slapped

man.
. “G’'wan,” snarled the other fellow;
he led with a right, crossed with a
left, and was jolted with a short jab
to the stomach.

That was the end. Waiters, bounc-
ers, and general huskies converged.
The orchestra leader rapped and the
band started to play a Spike Jones
arrangement of After the Brawl was
Over!

“Wisconsin,” chuckled Les, “Seems
to offer everything!”

To Joan, the sentimental spell was
broken; Ackerman sensed this, and
took her by the arm, leading her
towards the door. She went, chuck-
ling over the incident. It was Ack-
erman who was slightly horrified;
he knew that he had been the cause
of the ruckus. He was also pleased
at the results, and he believed that
he might be able to do something
with this strange element.

Ee found passing through the door
slightly difficult. The temperon
sample in his pocket was slowed, as
though a slight resistance were
offered. The outer door moved
slightly as he passed through it.

Joan, unknowing, drove home in
the same reckless fashion. Ackerman
prayed that they would meet neo
more careening cars; he was afraid
that he might lose the sample if it
caught in a swiftly moving body.
This time, luck was with him.
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ES ACKERMAN viewed his

handiwork a week later. “’tis a

real monkey-motion,” he told him-
self, “but it should work.”

It was a real Rube Goldberg, of
the type often concocted for an
especial test. Many kinds may be
seen in any laboratory, working
madly to life-test various operating
members, dropping parts against
stee]l plates to see how many bumps
they will taks before becoming use-
less. '

The was similar, but adapted to a
singular purpose.

It was a straight reciprocating
motion that passed an arm containing
the sample of temperon back and
forth through the trunk of a tree.
The tree, of course, was in ‘Real
Time’; the machine in the ‘time-
space’. It would have simplified
things if the treetrunk could be
fastened to, but it was not; so the
amount of drag was measured by
the forces—back-forces—that tended
to resist the motor that drove the
gadget. At the end of each stroke,
the arm entered a chamber that
carried a radioactivity counter.

The tree was five or six miles from
the laboratory, and only Ackerman
knew where it was.

Ackerman, having been twice
bitten, was thrice shy times ten. At
this point, his own mother might
have had trouble in convincing Ack-
erman that she meant only for his
benefit.

At the end of another week, Ack-
erman was satisfied; he was certain.
For the drag versus ‘time’ had
passed through a wide peak. The
radioactivity versus ‘time’ had been
harder to. unravel, for it possessed
an irregular curve that Ackerman
fought with for hours before it re-
solved sensibly inwo the super-
pozition of several wormal radio-
activity curves. ’

The matching of the drag curve
with one of the radio curves was
simple, after that. And Les then
spent another ten days figuring out
which of the many resulting radio-
isotopes of temperon was responsible
for its extension through the barrier

of time into the world of ‘Real
Existance’.

His progress after that was rapid.
Barry, Louis, Tod and Joan were
baffled by his actions and said so.
They did see progress, and were
pleased.

But they could offer no help.
What Les was doing with the tem-
peron sample was enigmatic to them,
though he admitted that what they
saw might lead them to the right
answer eventually. A savage, given
the knowledge only of the identifi-
cation of materials and the working
model, could easily reproduce a
simple radio receiving set, yet he
would have no idea as to the prin-
ciples underlying the art. And many
millions of people drive automobiles
daily without the vaguest idea of the
theory of the internal combustion
engine.

The gloves that Ackerman made,
studded with thin slices of temperon,
enabled him to move and handle
objects in the world of reality. Then
the machine—with its huge parabo-
loidal reflector coated on the inside
with a thin layer of temperon—gave
Lester Ackerman his initial taste of
success.

UT IN THE f{forest, far. from

the laboratory, Ackerman fo-
cussed the reflector on a log, lying
ghostlike in the world of ‘Real
Time’. It came through. Not as an
object might be passed or drawn
through a curtain to drop on the
inside, or as an object lifted from
a pool of water, passing from one
medium to the other. It merely
solidified.

He picked it up, grunting with the
effort, and passed one end through
a tree. Satisfied, he dropped it from
his shoulder.

He turned—and then turned again,
startled. His ears perked, and the
sound came again,

Looking through the trees—it was
like trying to see through a heavy
maze of plate glass, and the scene
fifty yards from him was as hidden
as if the woods had been truly solid.

“Don’t be alarmed,” said a voice.
Ackerman straightened.
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‘lSpying?"

“You've been successful, we see,”
replied Barry Ford, ignoring his
accusation.

“So?” demanded Ackerman.

“I might point out that you hap-
pen to be working for us.”

“Interesting. I have other ideas,”
returned Ackerman testily. “Since I
happen to be responsible for all of
you, I happen to think that I have
the right to do as I damn well
please.”

While speaking, Ackerman had
been remembering that he had no
freedom, He would have preferred to
work alone. And if this decision was
to rest as it seemed upon him, he
should be permitted to make his de-
cision unaided—or untrammelled.
The idea of trying to select which
one of two worlds had a better right
to the future was no problem to pon-
der while being badgered.

Furthermore, this outfit had little
more to offer than the Blaines.

Ackerman nodded inwardly, then
turned the projector and snapped the
reversing switch,

Barry leaped forward. His brother
Louis shouted angrily. Tod Laplane
lifted his gun, and Joan cried out
in alarm. Tod Laplane fired, aiming
for the heart of Ackerman’s projec-
tor,

The bullet—passed through.

Then the Laplane-Ford faction,
wraithlike already, faded from view,
leaving Ackerman alone,

LONE? NOT quite. Ackerman

had another watcher, who now
came into view. “Very interesting,”
said Calvin Blaine, “But I fear that
you have done that which will cause
the destruction of my world, young
man.”

‘“How?” demanded Ackerman.
“And I thought that you and Laurie
were trapped at the edge of time-
space.”

“You know my daughter?” asked
Calvin Blaine in surprise. He called
out, and Laurie eame into view. “He
knows you,” said Calvin,

“Who is he. Is he Lester Acker-
man?”

Ackerman put hands on hips and
stared. “I am Les Ackerman,” he

said; “and this is beyond me.”

“It is beyond me, too,” said Cal-
vin. “However, the destruction of
my world is not a pleasant contem-
plation, Ackerman.”

“I know; I've seen it.”

“You have?”

“Yes,” said Ackerman.
showed it to me.”

“No such thing,” replied Laurie,
“But we will, if you like.”

Ackerman began to catch on.
“You may, eventually,” he said with
a cryptic grin. “But tell me, how is
my sending them back into their

“You

. own world going to be instrumental

in destroying yours?”

“Theirs is the world of free rte-
search,” said Blaine. “Up to now,
they know little of the true state of
affairs, but once they return with
the information, there will be troub-
le.”

“l gather that if I'd kept them
here, the initial knowledge would
never reach that world?”

“You aren’t praperly acquainted
with the chronological factors in-
volved with the conservation of mat-
ter and energy,” said Blaine. “When
you sent them back, you sent them
back to the vrecisz instant of their
leaving. In that way and in that way
alone can the ‘Real Time' constancy
be preserved. This ‘time-space’ state
is unreal, and therefore most any-
thing can happen here. But they
will return complete with all the
knowledge they need to start the
destruction of my world.”

“Then,” said Ackerman, “I shall
stop them.”

“You have ‘time’,” said Blaine.
“But first, tell me how you happen
to know of us.”

Ackerman explained his actions
up to the point of his meeting with
Tansie. At that point, both Blaines
exploded: “Tansie Lee!”

“Know her?” asked Ackerman
quietly.

“She is a rather headstrong wom-
an,” said Blaine. “Full of a rather
pale, idealistic plan to save both
worlds with danger to none.”

Laurie eyed Ackerman with
terest. “You know her?”

Ackerman nodded glumly.

in-
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“Interesting,” replied Laurie.
“Imagine a real man who knows
Tansie Lee without becoming cap-
tivated by her rather lush charm.”

“I don't go in for running around
with married women,” said Acker-
man. -

“You're not married?”

“No,” he said. :

Calvin interrupted what was get-
ting uncomfortable to Ackerman,
“What happened then?” he asked.
Les explained the rest, but omitted
the minute details of his interrupted
lovescene. He did tell them—by way
of explanation—that his being in
the company of Tansie Lee was due
to the fact that he did not know she
was married. :

“I'm beginning to understand,”
said Blaine,

Ackerman nodded. “Go ahead.” he
said. “But be careful.”

Laurie looked puzzled. “I don’t
get it.” .

Calvin turned to his daughter.
“We've pgot to hurry,” he- said;
“we've got to meet Lester Ackerman
and Tansie Lee, take Ackerman to
the edge of time to see the destruc-
tion of our world.”

“Then it is to be destroyed?” said
Lauvcie fearfullv.

“It is only an excellent probabil-
ity,” said her father. “That may—it
please God—be averted. Come.”

8

CKERMAN ran to the labor-
atory and climbed into an-
. other ‘time-vehicle’. He drove
it through “time” and “space” as
fast as he could, returning to the
forest area where he had sent the
group back. Once there, he pursued
a blind train forward in ‘“‘time”, hur-
rying to catch them.

Swiftly he moved, but as fast as
hie was, they were always lost ahead
of him. In effect, their return was
instantaneous, but so was his flight
across the vyears. It was only to
Ackerman that “time” seemed to
hang heavily as he drove futureward,
stopping at regular intervals to see

.them. He

through the gray haze that covered
up the outside when the vehicle was
in motion.

At long last he saw them, but only
for an instant and then through a
fading fog.

Again he saw them, hurried ahead
of them and weited. They re-ap-
peared in the same postures of their
leaving, were present for a bare in-
stant, and then were gone again.

There were houses there the next
“time”, houses and pcople that got
in his way; the next “time” again,
there was a village, and then a small
city was there.

But the returning group were
slowing, and Ackerman saw that
they were changing their posture a
bit. The looks of anger and fear
were dying; tenseness was leaving
their bodies; they were turning to
face one another.

It was upon the next “time” that
Ackerman snapped his projector at
might as well have
snapped his fingers; nothing hap-
pened. '

He wondered, then smiled in frus-
tration. How could he bring an ob-
ject in from the other world that
was not there? He could not; he
could but wait until they returned
and then grab them quick, again, be-
fore thev hzd a chance te do any
damage. .

He raced forward quite a dietance
and looked them over. They were
moving now; walking and talking to
one another. Ackerman could not
hear them for he was in his “time-
ship” with the “lid” down for in-
stant flight. He cursed the haze; it
made a careful estimate of the in-
stant of their arrival almost impossi-
ble. Especially now when they were
beginning to blend in with the peo-
ple of the “real world.”

He saw it, then. They were idly
walking, coming on the “time-strata”
of solidity a full yard above the
ground. Descending; walking
through a “Real World” building to-
ward a “Real World” sidewalk. They
would meet—their “Real World™
identities who were coming along
the street in the same formation,
talking in the same fashion,
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Converging, wraith and ghost
came together, passed through one
another, approached a perfect regis-
ter. Then as they blended into one
being each, Ackerman gave a sharp
cry and slammed down on his
switch. :

E SAW IT again. They parted,

wraiths from ghosts, and con-
tinued on their respective paths.
The group in the “Real World” con-
tinued along the street, talking ani-
matedly. The others—solid to
Ackerman and themselves, stopped
in baffled amazement. _

They saw his car, and him, “What
is this?” demanded Barry Ford.
“Where did you come from? And
how in the name of the Seven Dead-
ly Sins do we seem to be walking—
wading, so help me—ankle deep in
the ground?”

Ackerman sat down in utter weari-
ness. He had done it, all right. He
had brought them! He had split the
instant on the instant, and with this
result,

In the world of “Reality”, Barry
and Louis Ford, and Joan and Tod
Laplane were free to go and tell all.
In his world of “time-space”, Les
Ackerman had four completely baf-
fled people who would never have
known of “time-space” and the split
worlds if he, Ackerman, had not
interfered.

He had wondered about the de-
struction of Calvin Blaine’s world,
had sent Blaine off to find his—
Ackerman's—own previous “time-
self” because it had been Ackerman’s
opinion that the destruction of Cal-
vin Blaine’s world only obtained in
a situation where the Laplane-Ford
group had been returned. That, he
believed, was a transitory situation
that would be averi~d =5 soon as he
caught up with them.

Then came the next blaze of men-
tal lightning. Calvin Blaine was no
man’s fool; knowing that Ackerman
must release the other group after
meeting Calvin for the first time,
Blaine would also know that when
he interrupted the love scene, it
would be Ackerman’s first knowl-
edge of Calvin Blaine.

Then. Right then. If Calvin and
Laurie Blaine permitted themselves
to be caught up with the so-called
“edge of time-space” with Lester
Ackerman, the latter would never
meet the Laplane-Ford group.

There would be no telling no in-
formation, and hence no strife. That
of itself would be fine. But the twin
worlds would eventually come to-
gether, both in ‘“space” and in
“time”, and trouble would ensue
fron. that alone. He, Ackerman, was
the only man who could do some-
thing about that.

Quickly, ne brought the group be-
fore him up to date. He told them as
much as he could, told them to go
and meet the Blaines, who were try-
ing to get lost through the edge of
the “time-split”. It took some tell-
ing, some explanation, and quite a
bit of convincing.

Eventually, they agreed. “But how
will we go?” asked Barry Ford.

Ackerman wondered, and then
grinned. “Simple; I'll not wait long.
For I shall send the next person %
meet in “time” to this instant to
meet me. In fact,” he said with gen-
uine amusement, “I may send my-
self. And here I come now—see?”

The other car was sliding down,
solidifying rapidly as it came into
the “time-space” instant of Acker-
man’s Unreal “present”.

ldwe—’I

“Get going,” said Les; “I want to
talk to myself in peace and quiet.”
They left, and Ackerman went to
the other car, which had landed.

HE DRIVER was a stranger.

He was about Ackerman’s size
and build; perhaps a little less
gaunt and strained. He had a cer-
tain grim humor; sardonic, but still
compassionate. ’

He stepped from the car and faced
Ackerman, “30,” he said with a sar-
castic leer, “Wou nre Lester Acker-
man. The Great Physicist!”

“Now listen,” snarled Ackermzn
angrily. “I don’t—"

“Well, well!” laughed the other.
“Look, Ackerman; for a Great Phy-
sicist, you are certainly making a
sheer mess out of this.”
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“It’s pretty much of a mess as it

is!”?

“Only what you’ve made it. You
know, I should really let you stew
in your own juice; it’ll make a bet-
ter man of you. It’s only that I want
to see you come through this at all
that I interfere. Chum, you've boiled
up a real tangle.”

“I have?”

“This qess is of your making.”
insisted the stranger. “Shall I re-
count?”

“Please ~do,” snapped Ackerman
superciliously. “But after you tell
me who you are.” )

“I happen to be Tansie Lee’s hus-
band.”

“Y ou—" stammered Ackerman.
That, possibly, was the one thing
that could—and did—fluster him
completely. Not only that, but he
showed it in every line of his body,
every gesture, every stammering
syllable. The other got a laugh out
of Ackerman’s complete loss of
personal control.

“Don’t apologize,” he said. “I sent
Tansie Lee; I hoped that you would
be smart enough to figure it out
with her help. You aren’t.”

“Did you instruct Tansie Lee to
make love to me?”

“Tansie did nothing wrong,” said
tHhe man. “What was wrong—com-
pletely, and totally—was your atti-
tude.”

Then he held up a hand as Acker-
man was about to continue,
now,” he said. “You’ve got to untan-
gle this mess first.”

“Go ahead,” said Les. “Untangle.”

“You,” said Tansie Lee’s hus-
band, “were met by ray wife in a
state of igncrance concerning this
fine mirun. You were intercept-
ed by the RBlaincs, whom you, your-
self, sent rezently to do the inter-
ceptine. Yo even cave them the in-
formation that would best cause the
breakup of intelligent understanding
between Tansie and yourself. The
Blaines reached you and intercept-
ed. That fouled up my initial plans.
Then you and the Blaines were in-
tercepted again by the Laplane-Ford

uNot .

outfit—which you again sent to do
the intercepting. Interestingly
snarled, Ackerman; but when Barry
Ford told you with such certainty
that the Blaines were leading you to
the instant of entrapped no-return at
the so-called “edge of time-space”,
Barry Ford was merely echoing your
own fears. Fears which were in-
stalled in you, by the way, by Barry,
who was recounting your own—oh
Hell and Damnation!”

“Mind telling me where the
Blaines come in?”
“Certainly. But I "won’t. You

brought them.”

“I’ll be damned if I bring them.”

The other man smiled knowing-
ly. “As you tried to corral the other
gang?”

“Meaning?” demanded Les.

“There’s many’s the slip. ‘A would
some power the giftie gi'e us, to see
ourselves as ithers see us.” quoted
Tansie Lee’s husband. “I suppose
you’re not to blame; but you will
agree that it is quite a mess.”

“Agreed. Now what do I do about
it?”

“Ackerman, what started all this?”

“A strange explosion brought
about by the temperon metal in the
cyclotron-set-up.”

“And how is it to end?”,

CKERMAN sat down and put

his face in his hands. “I don't
know,” he said soberly. “It seems
that I am to make a choice between
worlds. I can save one but not the
other.” i

As Ackerman sat there, face low-
ered and spirits lower, he was in
complete misery and totally oblivi-
ous to everything about him, One
thing only penetrated the depth of
his introversion.

That one thing was the cool touch
of a soft hand on his shoulder. There
was a delicate scent—one that
brought memories, both delicately
fond and angrily disconcerting. Tan-
sie Lee seated herself beside him
and put an arm over his shoulder.
“Don’t do that to him,” she said,
speaking to her husband with plead-
ing.
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“I can’t live his life,” he an-
swered; “one more thing, and he'll
be all right.” .

Ackerman looked from one to the
other, puzzled. Had he been the
other man, he would have been con-
sumad with jealousy. “What?” he
asked weakly.

“I can’t tell you completely,” said
the other, “but it has to do with the
“time-fission” and the temperon;
yow’ll figure it out.”

There came to Ackerman that he
did have the answer. The way to
solve the problem was to use his
ability to remove the temperon from
the cyclotron, and thus avert the
explosion!

Tansie stood up.
Les,” .she said to him.

“Come on?” he asked dully.

“Yes,” said her husband. “Finish
what you started; you see, both
Tansie and I have a rather large
stake in this thing.”

He turned and headed across the
ground to a second time ship, en-
tered, and left.

Ackerman stood up and shook his
head nervously. “Well, Mrs. Lee,”
he said, and he mentally winced as
he used her pet prefacing word.

She smiled, gaminlike, and said:
“But I'm not Mrs. Lee. Tansie Lee
is my given name. You see, Lesg, I
am Mrs. Lester Ackerman!”

“Ye—but—uh—"

She laughed gurglingly. ‘“That’s
another thing that is completely
wrong with this ‘time-space’,” she
said; “right now I'm married to you
but you aren’t married to me. So if
there’s any question of convention,
Lester, you are the guilty party, not
I.!l

Ackerman
and groaned.

“But you be a good, sensible boy,”
she promised coyly, “And someday
you will be.”

“Sc that was—me?” he asked in a
strained voice.

She nodded.

“You mean to tell me that I didn't
recognize myself?” he demanded.

Again she nodded. “You see, Les,
you—and everybody—is used to see-

“Come on,

sat back down again

ing himself in a mirror. No face or
perscen is symmetrical; that mole on
your right cheek is always on your
mirror image’s left cheek—but it
was still on the other Ackerman's
right check. Also, you expected that
it tont shin Jid contain
coming to get you as you so happily
told the Ford-Laplane outfit, you
expected that you would make some
wisecrack about it. Therefore you
didn't expect yourself to- ke coming
as - .u N Quite simple, T oeall it”

“Another angle c¢n this mad
tangle” said Les. “I'll be glad to get
out of it.”

“So will 1,” said Tansie.

“And I'm going to start

now!” ,

BELOW THEM Jlay the de-
pressed green-glaze bowl of
atomic horror; above stood
the silent laboratory, deserted and
awaiting the arrival of the tech-
nicians for the next morning'’s work.

Hazily in sight was the temperon
sample, and the radiation counters
were clicking off at’a fast rate.

“Wlat are you going to do?”
asked Tansie, in a voice that was
filled with fear.

Ackerman stood up and stretched.
“l am going to remove that sample,”
he said with an air of finality.
“Then the time-fission will not
take place, and there need bs no ul-
timate conflict between the twin
worlds.” ’

“You mustn't,” she breathed.

“No?”

“No,” she told him. “For if you,
dn., shal’ not And we will
nevar—" she let the sentence die.

He faced her squarely. “Tansie,”
he said, “It will be very easy for me
to fall deeply in love with you. Giv-
en another day, and it would certain-
ly obtain. Yet the lives and desires
of two people must not prevail to
the death and destruction of a world
full of people. Though it mean death
to me, I could not live knowing that
billions of people died because I was
selfish.”

vonrssif,

right

Hve,



THE WORLD-MOVER 39

~ Tansie looked at him tearfully.
“You'd sacrifice me?”

“You make it difficult,” he said.
“One life for a hillieon lives. And
yet,” he said, brightly, “you do ex-
ist; -does that not prove something?”

“Only that in this world of prob-
ability and unreal existance, I am a
definite probability.”

“Yes,” he told her, “This is the
world of probability. I am not in the
Real World, nor are you. If I do
this, who is to tell me that we two
may not go on forever in our own
world of probability?”

“No,” she said pleadingly.
Les—I do so want—" .

“I'll chance it,” he said. “Because
I must. I—look!”

Tansie turned. There, appearing
with that thickening of the sub-
stance that characterized the arrival
of a “time car” was the Blaines’
ship. And beside it was the ‘other
one. Doors emerged, and the six got
out of their ships and faced one an-
other,

“So!” snapped Calvin Blaine, “We
can finish this right here.”

“Don’t ask for mercy,” snapped
Barry Ford. “Nor expect sportsman-
ship. This is for keeps, and for the
permanent existance of. a whole
world.”

Tansie shuddered. “They'll fight,”
she said. “Because whichever side
wins, they will prevent the others
from returning to their worlds with
the information that is needed. One
and one alone will survive—and it is
not fair, four to two, and Calvin
Blaine an elderly man.”

Tod Laplane lifted his gun;
Laurie Blaine, her blonde hair a shin-
ing halo, pointed a revolver at Joan
Laplane, who raced forward like a
raven-haired fury, a gleaming knmife
in her hand. Barry Ford shook his
broad shoulders and leaped—just as
a shot rang out from the side.

They all turned. And across the
space behind the-Ford-Laplane ship
there came another couple. A second
Calvin and Laurie Blaine, armed.

In all, only four shots were fired
before the embattled ones came to
contact blows. Then the guns were

“Oh

wrested from fighting hands and it
was tooth and nail. '

“Come on,” said Ackerman. “Be-
cause what you see is but eight
people. If we do not, there will be
that many billions of people fighting
to the death.”

Their motion caught eyes in
the fighting crowd. Both sides were
apparently wary of more re-inforce-
ments. None of them knew how
many would be coming back; it is
conceivable that whole armies could
be built up of people returning to
fight this battle.

But it was Les and Tansie Lee
that they saw, and they stopped.
Then Les and Tansie were in their
ship, and Les was at the control
board.

HE OTHER crowd boiled in,

behind them, the fight forgot-
ten, momentarily. They wanted Les
Ackerman above all, for he was in
a position to nullify any of their
acts, regardless of which side won.
He was not going to elude them
again; they would continue this bat-
tle in Ackerman’s presence so that
the winner would be able to overpow-
er the physicist.

Ackerman nudged the automatic
controls, The *“time-space’” vehicle
started forward in space and back-
wards in “time".

Behind him the two factions eyed
one another suspiciously, and moved
warily to get into fighting-position.

Les turned briefly, and shook his
head. Getting into that battle him-
self would be no good. Let them
fight! he said to himself. Give me
“time”. Ackerman could best win by
removing the cause.

He flipped the top-hatch open and
groped out of the moving ship with
his gloved hand—the temperon-coat-
ed glove—hoping to locate by sheer
luck the cyclotron target and the
temperon sample. By luck aided with
a good memory of where it was. He
thought for a moment that he, him-
self, was not far from here in both
“time” and “space”. He was separat-
ed in space by the radiation-proof
barrier, and in “time” only by the
fewinstants of temporal fission.
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Then he saw it! Vaguely, dimly,
distorted by the gray-green haze that
enveloped the ship in motion.

The ship stalled. It could not pene-
trate the barrier of “time” to head
into the “past” which would have
been previous to the fission of “time”.
So Ackerman nudged the power up
higher and the temporal drive of the
ship strained against the barrier like
an automobile straining against an
immobile wall.

Ackerman reached for the tem-
peron.

Tansie cried: “No; Les!” She ran
to take his hands from the open
hatch.

He took her by the shoulders and
shook her gently. “Youw'll be all
right,” he said softly; “it is a chance
we must take!”
© “But—" she said uncertainly, and
stopped because of the roar that came
from behind.

“Ackerman!” bellowed Tod La-
plane. “He’s removing the original
temperon!”

“If he does!” swore Barry Ford,
“We'll not exist!”

Their private fight forgotten, both
factions turned and hurled them-
selves at Ackerman.

Eight people to one—and Tansie
Lee still against his purpose to boot;
he shook her free and reached, missed
and tried again.

The roar of noise stopped. Acker-
man caught it out of the corner of
one eye. Tansie Lee still believed that
the removal of the temperon and the
resulting correction of the “time-
split” would make her non-existant,
but she was standing there with a
wicked-looking shotgun poised across
one shapely hip. If she fired, the
kick would turn her around, and
Tansie knew it, for she was pointing
the gun to her left. The s2cond shot
would sweep the right side of the
toom, and the chances were excellent
that no one would be much alive af-
ter the third. .

Limbo—the land of non-existance
—might be her lot, but until she left
here, no one was going to harm Les
Ackerman,

He shook all thoughts from his

mind and reached again. And this
time he touched it! ‘

HE GRAY-GREEN haze parted

in a flare of light. Ackerman
saw both the deuterium-ice target
and the temperon clearly; it was the
latter that gave him pause.

For out from the temperon sample
was growing a shimmering, uncer-
tain sphere of energy. It expanded
and then hurled itself outward with
lightning rapidity. Out it went, to
the ends of the infinite universe.

Then destruction, sheer and com-
plete, broke loose. “The “time-ship”
was hurled away, but not before
they saw solid matter burst into a
coruscation of incandescent gas, and
flame up out of its wraithlike self
into a pillar of boiling clouds that
headed for the stratosphere. Below
them, the ground seared upwards and
sintered downwards and fused into
an ugly gray-green glaze.

“So,” said Ackerman, shaking with
reaction. “So Lester Ackerman him-
self is the cause of the fission in
“time”. You may stop -fighting, gen-
tlemen. Tansie, you can stop point-
ing that cannon at them, too.”

Calvin Blaine came forward and
took it from her shaking hands. She
turned blindly, like an automaton;
then she looked up at Les and reality
came once more across her face.
“Les!"” she cried and hurled herself
forward into his arms.

Calvin turned to his other, “time-
separated” self. “Please leave,” he
said. “This is most disconcerting.”

One Laurie Blaine shrugged at the
other. “I don’t even like myself as
competition,” she said.

One pair of Blaines left the ship;
the other Calvin Blaine looked aut
of the window and chuckled. “They
left,” he said, “just in time to get
into that fight!”

“Then this,” replied his daunghter,
“is the ship they came in.”

“Ours is over there,” said Blaine;
“let’s go.” )

“But what about them—and him?”
asked Laurie indicating the others in
Ackerman’s ship.

“I think,” said Blaine, “that noth-
ing we do can change much right
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now: Ackerman himself is the one
that must be moving next.”

Barry Ford grunted angrily. It was
quite apparent that a sudden thought
had occurred to him. He herded his
friends out and into their own ship.

“Hell!” said Blaine, taking Laurie
by the arm and almost hurling her
out. ¢

“What’s got
Tansie.

“It has occurred to them that there
is one more very definite danger for
them all. They’ve got to go there to
prevent it. Foolishly, they're hurry-
ing when they know that I’'ve got a
lot of work to do first, and still will
end up where they are at the proper
instant.”

“Work?” asked Tansie,

“Uh-hub,” he said. “I've some cor-
recting to do. Will you drive us
along the Blaines’ side of this “Time-
stream”. I'm going to peck at the
typewriter a bit.”

into them?” asked

L * ]

T WAS a long time later. Acker-
man had written several thousand
words on the subject, and was now
peering through one of the ship
windows at the laboratory through
which the “time-space” ship was
parked. Then, satisfied, he nodded.
“Push here,” he said cryptically.
“Huh?” asked Tansie.

“Part ¢f my corrective work,” he
said. “So help me, I started this
mess; I’'m going to be the one that
cleans it up.”

He used the projector to drag a
few odd items into the “time-space”
from the “real world” laboratory. -

“0On the other side of that barrier,”
he told Tansie, “there are a couple of

characters bootlegging a bit of
private research.”
“What are you going to do?”
“They are going to have them-
selves a high-grade atomic explo-
sion.” )
“Won’t that be dangerous? And
how will it cause corrective
measures?”’ '
Les grinned with self-satisfaction.
“This,” he said waving his hands, “is
the world of throttled research. Like
all times of prohibition, there are
people who will bootleg, whether it
be liquor, dope, or knowledge. This
explosion, however, will do two
things to that world. They will un-
derstand that there are a lot of peo-
ple doing the same thing—and will
also know that this same thing
might happen again and again, be-
cause no one has the faintest idea
of what anybody else is doing! When
the first chemist mixed gunpowder,

‘he was able to warn other chemists

not to mix more than so much—or
else. But after this atomic blowup,
no one will be able to do any warn-
ing—and they’ll not know what line
of research these people were tak-
ing.”

“Yes,” said Tansie uncertainly.

“Then, in order to bring it all out
in the clear and the open, they must
repeal their laws that throttle and
forbid research. This will make
Blaine’s world less divergent.”

He reached forward with his tem-
peron-clad glove and took firm hold
of the temperon sample in the “Real”
world cyclotron.

During the boiling, coruscating
roar of the atomic hell, Tansie held
her breath. The-ship was driven away
before she spoke.

“Temperon again,” she said. “Isn’t
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that likely to cause another “time-
split”?” '

He shook his head. “No,” he said.
“*Time’ splits only when there is
two very definite possibilities for a
future. Individual and minute acts
such as might be called a major
catastrophe on earth do nothing to
disturb the ‘temporal’ advance. You
sec, Tansie, Man is an animal pos-
sessing free will, and he can do as he
pleases. But his every act is based
upon his past experience, and there-
fore whatever he does is reasonably
predictable. Therefore, while it is
possible to state that a tree might
grow in two possible ways, the fact
is that it grows only one way and
therefore we have no multiplicity of
worlds of probability. There is no
Wheel of If.” '

B UT WHAT about the
4 s people who were running
"L =F that thing?” asked Tan-

9]

sie.

“Tough,” said Ackerman, “But bet-
ter them than—" .

“No,” said Tansie, taking his arm
and shaking it pleadingly. “Not mur-
der, Les.”

“Okay,” he said. “But you are mak-
ing me a lot of trouble. By insisting,
I mean.”

“How?”

“Watch,” he said. He drove the
“time-space” ship back towards the
“past”, and stopped it previous to the
explosion. -He plied the projector in
the operating chamber of the cyclo-
tron, and two people solidified and
came to the unreal world. “Meet Cal-
vin and Laurie Blaine,” said Acker-
man.

Tansie gulped and sat down hard.

Calvin Blaine blinked and said:
“How did this come to be?”

Ackerman shook his head tiredly.
He handed Blaine the several sheets
of typescript. “Here,” he said. “This
gives you enough information for a
beginning. Once you grasp the situa-
tion, you are to do the job outlined
on the last four pages.”

‘He turned to Tansie. “Drive the
ship to Barry Ford’s world, while I
try to explain what’s to be done.”

“What are you going to do?” she
asked him.

“There’s some strings still untied,”
smiled Ackerman, who was now mas-
ter of the situation and worthy of
the namn of Great Physicist. “The
Blaines are going to build me my
laboratory !”

He left Calvin and Laurie in the
familiar woods of Wisconsin on the
other world, complete with his pro-
jector and the plans. Then down

‘through the “time-space” he and Tan-

sie went, on that world, to an era
which Ackerman knew to be the cri-
tical “time”.

“We ‘pushed’ there,” he said. “Now
we pry here.”

“What kind of measure
here?”

“Same prescription,” said Acker-
man, reaching for his temperon-clad
glove.

“And is this where the Ford-La-
plane outfit comes in?”

“No. Since this is the world of free
research, the cyclotron laboratory
will be remotely controlled and un-
attended; no one will get hurt.”

“But I don't understand how the
same cure works on both worlds,”
comvlained Tansie.

“Very simple. The other world
didn’t know what one another was
doing because everybody was afraid
to talk. In this world no one knows
what his neighbor is doing because,
with everybody doing it, there is too
little correlation of effort. No one
has to ask anybody’s permission to
tinker, and so when this laboratory
goes up, again no one will be quite
surs of what caused it.”

“But those who were running it
will,” objected Tansie.

Ackerman smiled. “Tansie Lee is
one of my favorite cooks,” he told
her. “She’s besn ccoking for years.
And would Tanzie know what hap-
pened if she mixed up a batch of
baking powder biscuits out of her
grandmother’s old tried and true
recipe—used in the family for years
—and when she popped them in the
oven to cook, they exploded and de-
stroyed the end of the house?”

“So?” she smiled. “You're going to
taks a standard experiment and fudge
it up?”

comes
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“Yup,” he said with a grin, waving
a bit of temperon, held in his tem-
peron-clad glove.

Again the explosion boiled sky-
ward, and the flame and the blast
seared the eyebails and battered at
the eardrums. Then it wak-dver, and
they were gone again.

“And now?” asked Tansie,

“Now we effect the coalescence of
two worlds of probability,” he told
her.

* * *
ES ACKERMAN drove the
“time-space” vehicle at a head-
long pace into the “future”. He nod-
ded with satisfaction when he noted
that the destruction of Calvin
Blaine’s world was not to be. And
though he had never seen the op-
posing success in probability—the de-
struction of the world of free re-
search—he knew about when its prob-
able destruction took place. He
watched, and was gratified to know
that his acts had averted the success-
ful culmination of either side’s plans
for conquest.

On through “time-space” went Ac-
kerman and Tansie Lee, across the
years until it was apparent that the
twin worlds of dual probability were,
indeed, coming closer together. For
as Les explained it, when the world
of throttled research opened up, and
the world of too-free research closed
down, they began to become more and
more like one another. So they were
coming closer together not only in
attitude, but in “space” as well.

Slowly and ponderously they came
together, It took years from the ini-
tial tangential contact to where their
surfaces were almost in perfect regis-
ter. .

And Ackerman scught through the
doubled-world again and found run-
ning the “time-space” vehicle diffi-
cult because the congruency of the
two worlds made through-passage im-
possible. But across the world he
went, even so.

And he found what he was looking
for. In both worlds, men were work-
ing on research problems. It was a
crazy scene; the laboratories were
in excellent register, and appeared
as one, The men, of course, were free

to move, and they were not perform-
ing the same acts, It made for a
blurring, maddening scene to watch
men working furiously in a large
laboratory and working through one
another.

Then one man in each world turned
from his work and held up a sample.
They were about eight feet apart in
space.

Their fellows stopped work also,
and each group went below.

“Now,” said Ackerman, “if we're
tucky—"

“This,” said Tansie Lee, “is where
we part.”

“Part?” he asked in wonder.
She nodded. “I am going=-back—to
you—my husband. After all, Lester,
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we have yet to meet for the truly
first time., That is—well—I mean I
can’t very well marry you twice in
“time”, you know. You’ll have to
make the acquaintance of Tansie Lee
for the first time, too.”

“When do we part?”

“As soon as you are successful.”

“I'll be looking for you,” he said.
Then he stopped short, standing in
the hallway of the laboratory as the
men trouped past—through—the two
of them on their way to the cyclotron
chamber below.

He took her by the shoulders and
turned her to face him. “I can kiss a
married woman,” he said, “with a
free mind so long as she is married
to me.”

She went into his arms to be held—
as she was holding him—close. Ac-
kerman more than half expected an-
other interruption, but it did not
come. That annoying thought faded
as he found his entire attention held
by the softly eager woman in his
arms. Long, tender, silent moments
passed, and then returned reality.

“I like your looks,” he told her.
“And that was a temporary good-bye.
I'll be most careful not to make any
mistakes.”

Tansie’s eyes were shining brlghtly
but she merely nodded and said only:
“Auf wiedersehen, my darling.”

CKERMAN turned and hurried

down the laboratory steps with
Tansie behind him. They arrived just
as both technicians were placing the
samples to be bombarded in the cy-
clotron—one in each world but 1in
perfect register. Ackerman stood in
the room beside the big machine as
the others left, his temperon-clad
glove poised over the congruent sam-
ples.

Then and only then he saw the
rest. They came hurriedly, fearfully.
But not in hatred of one another.

Calvin Blaine shcok his head. “You
should not have done this,” he said.

“But it is done,” added Barry
Ford. “Now he must have perfect co-
ordination, or else.”

Tod Laplane shrugged. “If he
coalesces these twin worlds at the
wrong ‘time’, there will be the
damndest celestially cosmic explo-

sion since the beginning of the unl«
verse.”

Louis Ford said: “Maybe that’s
how the universe really started.”

Laurie Blaine shook her head.
“Don’t be a pessimist,” she said.
Then she turned to Ackerman with
pleading eyes. “Please be careful,”
she said. “After all, you haven’t met
Tansie Lee yet; and I am your woms-
an, Lester.”

‘Joan Laplane, as attractively dark
as Laurie Blaine was beautifully
blonde, stood beside the other girl.
There was no sign of scorn, nor even

‘embarrassment between them, and she

added her bit to the moment: “You’'d
not destroy a world for the love of a
woman, Lester. That’s commendable.
I've not mentioned how I felt be-
cause of reasons known to both of
us. But,” she said to Ackerman, but
facing both Tansie Lee and Laurie
Blaine, “until Lester places a wed-
ding ring on some girl’s finger, I'm
considering myself as active competi-
tion.”

Tansie laughed confidently.
“Dream on,” she said, “but remember,
I'm the one he’ll marry.”

“That’'s only a good probability,
said Laurie. “But no certain thing.”

“Shut up,” said Calvin -Blaine.
“This is no time to get his nerves on
edge. Ackerman, don't do it. Let
these worlds diverge again, and go on
whole.”

Ackerman shook his head.
be done,” he said.

Then the cyclotron started beside
him, and a stream of bluish haze sur-
rounded the target and the sample.
Ackerman timed it, and then clamped
his hand down hard on the bit of
temperon in the machine.

* 3
HERE WAS a solid wave of
sound, and a torrent of sheer
energy that stormed at them. The
earth shook in a series of abrupt
shocks, and from somewhere there
converged a film of shimmering
something that marked the boundary
of a field of energetic force. It came
closing in, and disappeared within
the bit of temperon. That much Ac-
kerman saw before he blacked-out

completely, shaken with pain.

But this was no atomic explosion.

“Can’t
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Instead of sending the laboratory
skyward in a billowing cloud of
energetic particles, the force of the
blast was confined to the space with-
in the cyclotron room.

And then the energy that was com-
pressed by the spherical shell was
driven into the “past”—into the era
of “fissioned-time”, That period need-
ed that cosmic energy in order to
function at all.

The cycle was ended, the story
finished. Ackerman had started the
fission, and had effected its end.

The cyclotron workers, all un-
knowing, had coalesced; had become
a single probability again. They en-
tered, and found Ackerman lying
there.

It never was explained to their
satisfaction. Nor could they under-
stand why and how he managed to be
in the cyclotron chamber during-a
bombardment without getting badly
irradiated. Ackerman accepted their
help and their solace for his aches,
but said no more. )

He started to leave the laboratory,
and he was very thoughtful. He alone
of them all was here. The Fords,
Laplanes, and Blaines were all gone
inexplicably—possibly back into the
realm of unreal “time”. That meant
that the Blaines-went back to their
laboratory to be—

Not necessarily. Forewarned is
forearmed and Ackerman had no
proof that they were in the explosion.
They could not stop the blow-up,
but they could, and probably would,
leave for safety so soon as the time-
conservation-ensrgy factor returned
them.

But even so, Ackerman was sorry.
Sorry, and vet glad. For his possible
woman-trouble had gone along with
the trcuble with the time-split.

He lcokcd cut of the deor and
sav/—

Tansie Lce!

“Taneie!” ke shouted,

E_ E RAN—and crashed through
the glass of the door, landed
on the sidewalk in a welter of brok-
en glass. She turned.
aren’t you?”
“Tansie!” he breathed, reaching for

“Impulsive,

her hands.

“That is my name,” she said, “But
who are you?”

“Les Ackerman,” he told her. “And
you’ll be seeing a lot of me!”

She smiled. “Come and tell me
about it,” she said. She looked up at
him leadingly—and for the first time,
Lester Ackerman noticed that her
eyes were as blue as any blonde’s—
Laurie's, for instance, but her com-
plexion was definitely brunette, as
dark as Joan’s. Her auburn hair was
—about halfway between.

He linked arms with her. “This,”
he said, “is probably the best of all
probable worlds,”

* * *
Epilogue—

The woman moved from her hus-
band’s arms and faced the vehicle
with distaste. “I hate to go,” she said.

“You must,” he told her. “And
quickly, or there will not be enough
power to penetrate the ‘Real World’
back to the ‘fissioned-time’. I'd send
someone else, but no one but you and
I can go through ‘time’ to the dual
worlds.”

She nodded unhappily, and started
the machine. It disappeared instantly,
leaping the “time” bztween now and
the “time” of fissioned probability,
where such a machine could easily
function. It was back immediately,
and she hurled herself tearfully into
her husband’s arms.

“I've muffed it terribly,” she
sobbed. )

He stroked her head, and then seat-
ed her on the ground beside the
machine. He got in, disappeared, and
also returned instantly.

“There,” he told her. “And that is
that.”

He lifted her from the ground, put
his arm abeut her lissome waist, and
walked her to the house, leaving the
machine.

Tomorrow he would dismantle it.
It wes the only one of its kind, and
its usefulness was over. Finished,
washed-up, obsolete. After a total
Real Operating Time of less than
ten milliseconds.

But during which time it had real-
ly been around!

THE END



