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CHAPTER  1 
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It started off like an ordinary day for Dr. Jeffrey Brewster, assistant professor of psychosociology at Columbia University. He’d been six weeks old when the first crude satellites were flung into space, back in 1957. During his childhood, there had been Moon rockets, and the space stations—then the joint American-Russian-manned expedition to the Moon in 1965, right after the collapse of the Soviet dictatorship. Mars and Venus had been reached as he grew up, and a permanent base was established on the Moon in 1973. Now the day’s papers reported that an expedition was ready to leave for Callisto, moon of Jupiter. But Dr. Brewster had a class to make, and he was late.

That was when the telephone rang, and Mari, his wife, said, “Long distance from Washington.”

The caller was Colonel Chasin of UNSECFOR—United Nations Security Force, the global and international army that policed the world in these days of relative peace and harmony. Chasin explained that a serious matter had come up, something concerning global security, which he could not reveal at the moment. He ended with, “We feel that you can help us, Professor. We’d appreciate it if you’d come down to Washington today and join us in a little conference. President Macintyre will be leading the discussion.”

Brewster couldn’t decline—and found that all arrangements had been made at the University for his indefinite absence.

What could be going on that required the assistance of a professor of psychosociology? Brewster suspected that the book which had earned him his Ph.D. last year, A Theory of Communication: Notes Toward a Mathematical Formulation of Information, had something to do with it. But never would he have suspected what Colonel Chasin told him after his arrival in Washington.

On Sunday evening, a spaceship had landed in a Kansas cornfield. An alien being appeared, handed a metal plate to the owner of the farm, and said in English that he wanted to see somebody in authority. The United Nations Security Council met in a secret emergency session, early Monday morning, and worked out a program of dealing with the three aliens. And Dr. Brewster was one of the nine men selected to negotiate with the visitors from space!

The beings seemed friendly, seemed to be here with peaceful intentions, but Dr. Brewster had to find out if they were telling the truth—or the whole truth! Here is a suspenseful novel of a tomorrow which may arrive before we suspect its possibility, by the author of Invisible Barriers.

Dr. Jeffrey Brewster couldn’t say he had been expecting it, when he got the message to report to Washington at once. But he wasn’t entirely surprised, either. Snooping into an Assistant Professor’s background isn’t something that United Nations men take up as a hobby. They’d come to Columbia to check up on him. Brewster assumed that they had questioned everyone in New York from his wife and Dean Prentiss down to the janitor of their Riverdale apartment house. And evidently they had found what they were after.

The message reached him at ten minutes past nine in the morning, on Wednesday—the fourth of October, 1989. He had dressed and gulped a couple of breakfast-surrogate tabs, which was all he ever had in the morning, and he was on his way out of the house. His car was parked two blocks away—on an Assistant Professor’s salary you don’t rent space in the building’s garage—and he was going to have to remember some taxi-drivers’ feints with traffic lights if he expected to make his 10:00 A.M. class at Columbia. Not that Brewster yearned to be on time today. The first class of the day was Psychosociology 101, an elementary course designed for undergraduates. Undergrads bristle with prickly basic questions that never seem to occur to more sedate postgraduate students. He thanked the Lord for the latter fact.

That was when the phone rang.

Brewster was halfway out the door, halfway into his light jacket, with his attache-case’s handle gripped between his teeth for lack of the extra arm he usually seemed to need. He nodded to his wife and grunted something that might have been, “Mari, you take it.”

Mari picked up the phone, listened for a minute, frowned. “Jeff, it’s for you. It’s...”

“I’m going to be late, dammit!” (The profanity covered a touch of relief.)

“...long distance from Washington,” she finished.

Brewster lifted an eyebrow, wriggled into his jacket, put the attache case down, and took the phone from his wife.

“Brewster speaking.”

The voice at the other end was crisp, coldly efficient, slightly mechanical. “I’m sorry to have to disturb you, Dr. Brewster. This is Colonel Chasin of UNSECFOR, calling from Washington.”

Automatically, he made the mental translation. UNSECFOR—United Nations Security Force; the global and international army that policed the world in these days of relative peace and harmony. “How can I help you, Colonel Chasin?”

“A rather serious matter has come up, Dr. Brewster—something that concerns global security. I’m not at liberty to disclose details, and I apologize for all the mystery.”

“Quite all right, but how...”

“We feel you can help us, Professor. We’d appreciate it if you’d come down to Washington today and join us in a little conference. President Macintyre will be leading the discussion.”

Brewster looked up a moment and tried to make a nonchalant face at his wife, who was indicating the time to him with frantic gestures. He shrugged instead. If he were being ordered to Washington by Presidential command, it didn’t make much difference what happened to Psychosociology 101.

He said, “I’m a little startled by all this, Colonel. You realize, of course, that I have certain academic responsibilities...”

“We’ve already spoken to Dr. Holliday. He said he would grant you an indefinite leave of absence—with pay—while you were serving with us.”

Holliday was the President of Columbia University. Since he had been approached, Professor Brewster’s fate was sealed, wrapped, and ready to deliver. “Very well,” he said in a slightly faint voice. “When will you be expecting me?”

“I’ve made reservations for you on a noon flight out of LaGuardia,” Chasin replied smoothly. “Flight 126, Appalachian Airlines. You’ll reach Washington about 12:30 and I’ll be waiting for you at the airport.”

“All right. I’ll see you then.”

“Thanks very much for your cooperation, Dr. Brewster. We appreciate it more than you can realize.”

The line went dead. Brewster stared quizzically at the enameled green receiver for a moment, drew his thick eyebrows together in a puzzled frown, then shrugged and tossed the receiver into its magnetic cradle.

Mari asked, “What was that all about?”

“I wish I knew. Colonel Chasin of UNSECFOR he said. He wanted me to help out on some kind of project. Little conference down in Washington today—with the President himself in charge. All put as casually as a cocktail invitation.”

He took his jacket off again and dropped it on a chair. “They’ve already been in touch with old Holliday, and he’s granted them full use of my services. I’ll be flying down out of LaGuardia at noon.”

His wife moistened her lips tensely. She was twenty-eight, four years his junior; he had met her when he was a newly fledged instructor at Columbia and she a senior at Barnard. They had been married six years.

She said, “This explains all the prying, then. That man who called here yesterday and wanted to know all about your childhood—the phone call that Dean Prentiss got...”

“They were investigating me, of course. Wanted to see if there were any traumas in the background that would make me twitch and drop my glass when the President walked in. Have to watch those cleaning bills in the White House.” He shook his head and frowned. “But what would they want with me? What is so important in peacetime that an Assistant Professor of Psychosociology is urgently needed in Washington? I’ve never heard urbane tones that spelled u-r-g-e-n-t so clearly.”

“They’ll probably tell you then,” Mari said.

He grinned at her nervously, picked up the phone again, and dialed Columbia University, getting the extension that belonged to the Sociology Department. Helen, the departmental secretary, answered. Brewster told her that he wasn’t going to be in today, that he wasn’t likely to be teaching his classes for the rest of the week or perhaps longer than that. “I’ve been called away on a special project,” he said.

“Yes, Dr. Brewster. I’ve already had a memo from Dr. Holliday about you, and we’ve arranged for Mr. Clark to cover your classes indefinitely.”

“Oh. That’s fine,” he said without enthusiasm. “Thanks, Helen. ’Bye.”

He turned away from the phone, saying, “It’s all been arranged. My classes are going to be covered by Clark. So since they know my innermost secrets, they know I’ll go gracefully.” Crossing the room, he sat down on the sprawling blue freeform couch in front of the bookcase. His eye fell on the jacket of his one published book—A Theory of Communication: Notes Toward a Mathematical Formulation of Information. It had taken six years’ work, and had finally given him his Ph.D. last year, along with a modest amount of cash and a certain quantity of professional prestige—how much prestige, he couldn’t estimate.

Did the book have anything to do with this summons? Perhaps the UN had decided to sponsor research into communications theory, and wanted him to head the committee. He shook his head; it was a pleasant thought, but for such an assignment, he couldn’t see them taking the cloak-and-dagger method of approach.

It was something serious, then. Something serious enough to require special precautions, and something in which the services of a sharp-witted young Columbia professor of psychosociology might be useful. Beyond that, Jeffrey Brewster could make no guesses.

“You’d better pack,” Mari reminded him.

He looked up, smiling. “I guess you’re right. But Chasin didn’t say how long I’d be staying down there.”

She sighed. “Take a toothbrush and a couple of changes of underwear. If it’s talk at the taxpayers’ expense, you can count on them being long-winded down there.”

He packed quickly, tossing in a couple of books in case he had free time; he took Obolenski’s new book on semantics and, for lighter reading, Harshaw’s autobiographical account of the first Mars expedition. Mari supervised the operation, since both of them knew he had trouble with such mundane human activities. Not that he forgot important items—just something crucial, like socks.

By five minutes to ten, he was ready to leave. The trip out to LaGuardia on the new Long Island Thruway would take about twenty minutes, which meant he had plenty of time. He didn’t need to get to the airport before half-past eleven or so, if that early.

To kill time he helped out Mari with some of the housework. At quarter after ten Donald Prentiss, Dean of the Faculty of Political Science, a friend of Brewster’s since his undergraduate days, phoned.

“I hear you’re leaving for Washington.”

“News travels fast. How’d you find out?”

Prentiss chuckled. “Oh, I have my ways. Yesterday when the Security boys were pumping me about your loyalty I jabbed one of them full of pentothal and got the full story. Seems you’re being placed in a one-man spaceship and they’re firing you off on an expedition to Betelgeuse. You’ll arrive in only eight hundred years.”

Brewster tried to smile, as he tugged uncomfortably at his collar. “You aren’t very funny this morning. What’s the real pitch?”

“I wish I knew,” Prentiss said. “Those fellows couldn’t have been any more tight-lipped than they were.”

“Any ideas?”

“Nary a one. But I’ll bet it’s something big—and you’re going to be right in the middle of it.”

“I deduced that in less than half an hour,” Brewster said. “My guess is that it has something to do with the Callisto expedition that’s leaving soon.”

“You mean they may want you to go?”

“Possibly,” Brewster admitted glumly, and shivered; the thought of making an exploration trip to Jupiter’s frigid moon didn’t appeal. “It’s the only top-secret thing I can figure out at the moment.”

Prentiss chuckled. “I hope for your sake that you’re wrong. But good luck, anyway.”

“Thanks,” Brewster said. “I’ll probably need it.”

At ten minutes to eleven, Jeffrey Brewster decided he might as well get on his way. He and Mari rode downstairs and walked over to the street where he had left the car. It was a fine morning, clear and crisp, with a light autumn wind blowing. A good day for flying on secret and urgent missions, he thought.

They drove out to the airport along the shiny new Thruway in virtual silence. There was not much to say. The godlike hand of UNSECFOR had reached out and picked up the form of Jeff Brewster, and there was little point speculating on his eventual destiny. Mine not to reason why, Brewster thought, as he tried to do just that.

They drove up to the main arrivals building at LaGuardia and Brewster said goodbye to Mari there. “I’ll phone you as soon as I know something definite,” he promised, and went inside, carrying his single small suitcase.

He checked in at the Appalachian Airlines desk.

“You have a reservation in the name of Jeffrey Brewster for Flight 126 to Washington?”

The efficient and pretty girl back of the desk fluttered through her papers, looked up, smiled. “Of course, sir. Departure time is 12:00 sharp. The plane begins taking passengers in two minutes. If you’ll take your baggage over to that counter...”

She handed him a paid-up ticket. He delivered his suitcase up into the maw of the automated baggage robot, which instantaneously weighed and ticketed the grip and fed out a baggage receipt for him. He watched his little blue suitcase vanish along the conveyor belt to the waiting plane, and, too late, realized he had left his books inside and had nothing to read on the trip down to Washington.

Well, it was only a half-hour flight anyway, by jetliner. Shrugging, he walked over to the newsomat in the corner of the lounge and dropped a dime in. A moment later the electronic printer delivered up a newly created facsimile of the latest edition of the Times.

The public address system boomed, Attention, please! Flight 126 on Appalachian Airlines, New York to Washington, now boarding on Gate Three. Flight 126, Appalachian Airlines, New York to Washington...

Brewster got in line and presented his paid-up ticket when it was demanded. Five minutes later he found himself deep in the plush confines of a pneumocushion aboard the two-hundred-passenger jet airliner that would take him to his mysterious rendezvous in Washington.

“Nice day for flying,” commented the passenger immediately at his left—a slim, calm-looking young man in a dark business suit.

“Mmm. Yes,” Brewster agreed, as he unfolded his paper. There was a front-page feature on the shortly departing expedition to the moons of Jupiter. Yesterday, he might have regarded this with detached curiosity; today, it seemed as if the article concerned him vitally.

He wondered if his guess were right. This was a big thing, this expedition—the longest space journey yet undertaken by man. Space travel had come a long way, Brewster reflected. He had been no more than six weeks old when the first crude satellites had been flung into space, back in 1957. Then had come the Moon rocket, in ’59, the building of the space stations in 1960–63, then the joint American-Russian manned expedition to the Moon in ’65—right after the collapse of the Soviet dictatorship.

Then, thought Brewster—remembering the dates vividly because he had been a schoolboy when most of these things had happened—there had been Harshaw’s epic Mars voyage in ’68, the Venus trip in ’70, the establishment of the permanent base on Luna in 1973.

Since then, things had slowed down; the relaxation of cold war pressure had somewhat decelerated the furious pace of scientific advance. Man had concentrated on his own planet, and on developing outposts on Mars and Venus, rather than on extending his dominion any farther.

But a longer journey—to the moons of Jupiter—had been in the planning stage for over a year, and was now ready to leave. After it would undoubtedly come a similar trek to the moons of Saturn (landing on either of the giant worlds would be impossible) and eventually the voyage to Pluto, outermost boundary of the Solar System.

After that? The stars were waiting after that; but the stars were unimaginable distances away, far beyond the puny thrust of twentieth-century mankind’s space-going vessels. Some dramatic new breakthrough in science would be necessary before voyages to the stars left the realm of fantasy.

Brewster was immersed in the editorial page when the jetliner took off—a smooth, gentle takeoff, exactly on the dot of noon. Half an hour later, they would be in Washington.

“Going down on business?” his neighbor to the left wanted to know.

Brewster stared down at the rapidly dwindling rooftops of New York. If this mission was urgent, as he’d told Mari, then they hadn’t finished investigating him; they’d keep making checks. This seat-companion could be such a checker. “More or less,” he replied carelessly. “I want to drop in at a meeting.”

“Same here, only I’m going by full invitation. In the electronics line myself, and there’s a convention down there for us boys who got to be delegates.” He chuckled. “What’s your line?”

Brewster sighed. “Not as interesting as yours, I’m afraid. I just teach. But, say, what about this...” He plunged into a strategic line of questions that no genuine electronics man could resist, and smiled inwardly when the other tried to lead back into just what the teacher taught. Brewster used various techniques which involved answering at fair length—or, rather, seeming to answer—without imparting any information. At the same time he used semantic devices that triggered the conversation in the direction Brewster himself wanted it to go.

It wasn’t easy, but it was interesting; and Brewster had to admit that either his companion was no more than he claimed to be, or the man really knew and enjoyed talking about electronics.

The jet roared south at 600 miles an hour, and shortly before 12:30 the big plane came taxiing down the Washington runway. It came to a gentle halt.

Brewster crossed the field and headed for the baggage counter to reclaim his suitcase. A moment after he had secured it, a tall, well-built man of fifty or so, wearing the blue uniform of UNSECFOR, stepped forward and introduced himself as Colonel Chasin. He offered Brewster an identification card, but Jeffrey Brewster merely glanced at it out of courtesy and handed it back.

“There’s a car waiting for us outside the terminal,” Chasin said, in the same urbane manner as he’d used on the phone. “Sorry for all this air of mystery, but you understand—security regulations...”

“Certainly.” Brewster suddenly noticed that his inquisitive companion from the plane was standing not far away; he caught a quick glance and a nod passing between Chasin and the other.

I was right, Brewster thought. They put a Secret Service man in the seat next to me to find out how tight-mouthed I am. Good thing I decided to clam up.

He turned and followed Colonel Chasin to the waiting car.
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