
        
            
                
            
        

    


Crystallized Thought

Nat Schachner





Published: 1937

Categorie(s): Fiction, Science Fiction, Short Stories

ISBN:  9789362383983





About Schachner:

Nat Schachner (full name Nathaniel Schachner; January 16, 1895 -
1955), also appearing as "Nathan Schachner" and under other
bylines, was an American author. His first published story was "The
Tower of Evil," written in collaboration with Arthur Leo Zagat and
appearing in the Summer 1930 issue of Wonder Stories Quarterly.
Schachner, who was trained as a lawyer and a chemist, achieved his
greatest success writing biographies of early American historical
figures, after about a decade of writing science fiction short
stories. Schachner was one of Isaac Asimov's favorite authors.
Schachner's first eleven stories were all written with Zagat, and
after their collaboration dissolved he wrote under his own name and
the pseudonyms Chan Corbett and Walter Glamis. He only published
one science fiction novel in book form, Space Lawyer (1953), which
originally appeared in Astounding in 1941. His science-fiction
career went into a decline after 1941, possibly from changing
expectations of the editorial and reading public, or possibly
because of increasing time spent on his historical works. In
addition to his works of science fiction, he is the author of a
number of non-genre historical novels and several biographies of
early American political figures, most notably his two volume work
on Thomas Jefferson. 









Chapter 1

 


WEBB FOSTER was the greatest scientist in all the solar system.
This, at least, had been the consensus of opinion at the last
assemblage of the planets. Webb, however, had protested the
accolade and offered Ku-mer of Mars in nomination for the coveted
honor. But Ku-mer received only two votes—his own and that of Webb
Foster. Whereupon, with Martian blandness, he had retired from the
conclave and left an undisputed field to his generous rival.

Webb Foster was sincerely sorry for him. He knew the proud
sensitivity of the Martians, beneath their outward armor of
indifference, and he tried to find Ku-mer after the members of the
quinquennial meeting had scattered to their respective space ships.
But Ku-mer was not to be found. He had vanished.

Whereupon Webb, with a shrug of his shoulders, and slightly
flattered withal, returned to his space laboratory. This was famous
throughout the system, and the fruit of years of contriving. Webb
Foster required absolute isolation and profound peace for his
researches into the origin of all things, into the fine structure
of space and time and matter. These desiderata could no longer be
had on Earth, his native planet.

Earth was a vast garden city with a population of ten billion
humans. From pole to pole swift-moving platforms made an intricate
network of intercommunication; underground, express monocars whined
through vacuum tunnels; overhead, glistening planes darted along
aerial traffic lanes; while from a thousand rocket ports great
space liners took off for Mars, Venus, the Moon, and far-off
Callisto, capital of the Jovian hegemony. A scientist, brooding on
the very fundamentals, the ground plan of the universe, could find
no peace on Earth.

So Webb Foster had built his space laboratory. It took five
years and the unremitting labor of a thousand men. But when it was
finished, the planets marveled, and his fellow scientists ached
with possessive longing.

It was a great crystal sphere, a thousand feet in diameter. The
material was plani-glass, a transparent composition of Webb's
invention. Its tensile strength was that of fine-wrought steel, but
its lightness greater than that of aluminium. In its normal state
it transmitted all the beating waves of space without let or
hindrance; when polarized, however, only the wave lengths of light
could slide along the latticed crystals. Neither electricity,
magnetism, X rays nor cosmic rays could force their lethal energies
through the impenetrable barrier. A special repulsor screen, such
as the space ships used, diverted plunging meteors from their
destructive paths.

Within the vast concavity Webb Foster set up his laboratory. All
the normal apparatus was there: huge dynamos powered by solar
radiation, giant electrostatic balls, flaring electron tubes high
as a building, mass spectrographs, a powerful photo-electric mosaic
telescope, delicate immersion baths.

But besides this regular equipment were machines that Webb
himself had fashioned: infinitely sensitive wave traps that tapped
subspace itself, positron segregators, where those flash-vanishing
ephemera of nature could be held indefinitely; strange spiral
whirligigs in whose light-approaching speeds time itself seemed to
have lost its forward march—and a myriad other complexes of
ultra-science.

Nor did Webb forget the more material bodily comforts. At the
very center of his space laboratory he placed his living quarters,
wherein he studied and ate and slept and had his controls, like an
alert spider at the core of his web. In his storage compartments
there was always a sufficient supply of dehydrated food for three
years of wandering, a thousand-gallon tank of water, and
air-purifying machines whereby the atmosphere could be indefinitely
renewed and kept clean and wholesome.

WHEN the great globe was completed, and stocked with all its
multitudinous machines, twenty rocket tugs towed it from its Earth
hangar out into space, set it upon a previously calculated orbit a
million miles beyond the Moon, gave it the necessary orbital
impetus, and set it free. Whereupon the space laboratory became a
second satellite to Earth, revolving majestically around the parent
globe in uninhibited gravitational flight, rotating slowly on its
own axis to generate an artificial gravitational field within.

There, in the depths of space, flashing like a minor planet, the
space laboratory went its way, using no power in its interminable
orbit, granting to its master that isolation, that abstraction from
mundane noise and crowding which no longer existed on any of the
inhabited worlds. Yet, when he willed, a pulsing signal would bring
a stubby, grimy cargo liner with the requisite supplies, or a space
lock would open and eject a small, fast space cruiser piloted by
himself. Nor was the great sphere itself devoid of directive
motion. Jet-orifices studded its shining surface like crater pits,
and sufficiently respectable speeds could be built up from the
rocket-fuel tanks to take the giant laboratory even to the closer
stars, if necessary.

Now Webb Foster returned with a sigh of relief. He jockeyed his
tiny space cruiser into the silent lock, heard the convex panel
hiss into position behind him, waited the required period until
warmed air flooded the erstwhile vacuum inside, and stepped out
eagerly. Already the conclave of the scientists was dismissed from
his mind. Ku-mer's disappointment became a wavering mist. This was
home—and there was much work still to be done, important researches
temporarily interrupted by the meeting.

As the inner slide opened, a great face thrust itself suddenly
into his own—a giant face, black as a starless night, grimacing
with delight. A cavernous mouth yawned and a bull voice roared,
"Welcome, master!"

Most Earthmen would have been taken aback and more than a little
afraid of the monstrous apparition. But Webb looked up without
surprise, and even considerable pleasure, at the giant, and
answered cordially, "Hello, Stet! It's good to see your homely face
again."

The giant grinned toothlessly. He towered over Webb a good three
feet, and Webb himself was tall for an Earthman. Yet, though his
bulk was ponderous, he moved with strange, catlike swiftness, and
the muscles rippled over his ebon form.

He was a Titan, a member of the troglodyte race who inhabited
that largest satellite of Saturn under conditions of cold and
airlessness that would have proven fatal to any other people in the
solar system. It was a savage, desolate world, from which the space
voyagers usually veered away with cautious haste; a world liable to
erupt these giant Titans from their unseen burrows to obliterate a
venturesome expedition.

Yet Webb Foster had visited Titan in search of radio-active
elements beyond the Earth tables, and found evanium, No. 95 in the
list—and also Stet! Stet was engaged in a desperate losing battle
with a horde of his fellow tribesmen. Webb discovered later he had
violated one of the obscure taboos of the planet. A few well-placed
bursts of penetron shells had scattered the howling savages to
their burrows, and Stet, more dead than alive, was hauled
incontinently into the space laboratory. Webb nursed the poor Titan
back to health and found himself with a devoted servant, an
unshakable, loyal dog on his hands. And he learned civilized
methods with surprising rapidity, became exceedingly deft with the
machines and a tower of superbly functioning strength to Webb in
more ways than one.

The problem of a name bothered Webb for a while. The Titan's
native appellation was altogether unpronounceable to an Earth-bound
tongue. Finally, he called him Stet—a word culled from a long-dead
language—because of his quality of standability, so to speak. If
Webb ordered him to hold a certain stasis, a certain given state of
things until further orders, he had the comforting assurance that
that situation, in Stet's hands, would partake of the timeless,
would be abstracted from the general flux of normal events, until
Webb gave countermanding orders.

WEBB let his eyes roam lovingly over the maze of apparatus—each
machine stripped, lean, shining with hidden power; his nostrils
twitched the pure artificial air like an ancient war horse snuffing
battle. This was life; this was ecstasy. Already he was swinging
down the slanting catwalk toward the central den, Stet lumbering
behind. "Anything new?" he demanded over his shoulder.

The giant rolled his white-rimmed eyes. "Nothing, master." Then
he screwed up his face. "That is—leastwise, Stet don't know. Been
some funny flashes a-spurting from the Balto Dome, and they's been
things fumbling round this old space lab."

Webb halted sharply. "What things?" he demanded.

The Titan scratched his shaggy pate. "Stet don't know," he
confessed. "He saw jerky marks on the detector panel, heard signals
in the amplificators—"

"Amplifiers, Stet!"

"Yes, master—amplificators. But Stet couldn't see nothing
nowhere. Finally, the fumblings give up and go away."

Webb frowned, thought swiftly. Balto Dome was the chief mining
area on the farther side of the Moon—that is, the side eternally
turned from the Earth. The Moon had been colonized for five
centuries. It was the treasure chest of an exhausted Earth, the
rich storehouse of precious metals and chemicals which had long
since vanished from the parent body. A fleet of cargo boats
trafficked regularly between planet and satellite, laden one way
with heavy ore and returning with food, clothing, machinery and the
essentials of life.

The first colonists had built great domes on the Moon's surface,
within which all operations took place, and ventured out on the
airless surface only for exploration, clad in flexible space suits.
In the beginning the Moon had housed scattered mining communities
of men only—then women followed their men; families were born, and
the amenities of life crept into the pioneering crudities of the
domes. A century before, the Moon had taken on itself dominion
status, with its own ruler and a compact of amicable association
with Earth. The parent planet had consented.

Unexplained flashes from Balto Dome? Could there be trouble down
there? Webb stared at the mosaic analyzer of the telescope. The
Moon seemed normal, quiescent. But Balto Dome was invisible; it was
already around the irregular terminator. Fumbling—unseen vibrations
on the surface of his retreat? Impossible! His instruments were
sufficiently sensitive to have picked up even the light emission of
a single atom, once it penetrated his repulsor screens.
Furthermore, not even a penetron shell could have forced its way
through the field so as to impinge on the plani-glass, and upon the
detectors.

"Stet!" he said suddenly. "You're sure you made no mistake?"

"Yes, master."

Webb shrugged his shoulders and forgot about it. Wherein he made
a serious error. For Stet had been trained to accurate perception,
even though the theory of the instruments was far beyond his savage
mind. Furthermore, the Titans possessed several senses beyond those
of the other denizens of the solar system—senses still not fully
explained. They knew certain things intuitively which even the
finest of instruments could not detect.

DAYS PASSED—that is, days ticked off by an Earth chronometer.
The great space lab swung around the Earth like a stone in a
gigantic sling.

The Moon bared its arid surface, passed slowly through its first
phase, as larger and lesser satellite went into conjunction. Balto
Dome heaved into view again. Its smooth bubble of ferro crystal was
blankly dark. The Sun was an incandescent, burning glass, a molten
fury of light; yet, close to its blinding rim, stars gleamed with
serene, pure gestures. The planets moved in normal paths; the
nebula made filmy veils against a jet-black profundity.

Yet Webb saw nothing of this. The plani-glass was polarized, so
that only the filtered light of a shorn Sun entered. The repulsor
screens were on full power. He was isolated from the universe. He
was furiously at work, concentrated on a certain research,
mathematical in its nature. He lived in a welter of integrals and
vectors and tensors. He invented his own terminology. He was
seeking the fundamental formula, the set of equations that would
hold the universe within its symbols. He barely slept; he barely
ate. Only Stet's hovering ministrations reminded him of these
necessities.

The days
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