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THE BIG JUMP
 
 
ONE
Across the gulfs between the worlds, from end to end of a Solar System poised taut and trembling on the verge of history, the rumors flew. Somebody’s made it, the Big Jump. Somebody came back.
Spacemen talking, in the bars around a thousand ports. People talking, in the streets of countless cities. Somebody’s done it—the Big Jump—done it and come back. That last bunch, they—Ballantyne’s outfit. They say…
They said a lot of things, conflicting, fantastic, impossible, grim. But behind the words there was only rumor, and behind the rumors—silence. A silence that was sphinx-like as the soundless wastes of night that roll forever around the island Sun. Too much silence. That was what Arch Comyn listened to, after he had heard the words. The rumors themselves seemed to have come most strongly along a line that ran from Pluto’s orbit in to Mars, and it was around Mars that the silence was deepest.
Comyn went to Mars.
The guard at the main gate said, “Sorry. You got to have a pass.”
“Since when?” asked Comyn.
“Since a couple of weeks.”
“Yeah? What’s so different about the Cochrane Company all of a sudden, now?”
“It ain’t only us, it’s every spaceship line on Mars. Too many creeps wanting answers to silly questions. You got business here, you get a pass through the regular channels. Otherwise blow.”
Comyn glanced briefly at the height and size of the locked main gate, and then at the steel-and-glassite box that housed the guard and the controls.
“Okay,” he said. “You don’t need to get tough about it.”
He turned and walked away to where his rented car was waiting, and got in. He drove slowly back along the strip of concrete road that led to the new, prosaic, and completely earthly city four miles away. Out here on the open desert the cold Martian wind blew thin and dry and edged with dust, and there was no comfort in the far red line of the horizon, naked under a dark blue sky.
Presently there was another road veering off from the one he was on, and he turned into it. It went round to the truck gate of the spaceport, which showed now as a low sprawling monster on his left, with clusters of buildings and a couple of miles of sheds grouped around the docking area. The nine-globed insignia of the Cochranes showed even at this distance on the tall control tower.
Halfway between the main road and the truck gate, and out of sight of both, Comyn slewed his car into the ditch. He climbed out, leaving the door open, and sat down in the dust. Nothing used this road but company equipment. All he had to do was wait.
The wind blew, laggard, wandering, sad, like an old man searching in the wilderness for the cities of his youth, the bright cities that had been and now were not. The red dust formed tiny riffles around Comyn’s feet. He sat, not stirring, waiting with a timeless patience, thinking…
Two days and nights I spent in the lousy bars here, with my ears spread to the breeze. And it was all for the birds, except for that one drunken kid. If he wasn’t telling the truth…
There was a sound on the road. A truck coming out from the city, bearing the Cochrane name. Comyn lay down quietly in the dust.
The truck roared up, raced past, screeched to a stop, and then backed up. The driver got out. He was a young man, big and burly, burned dark by the Martian wind. He leaned over the body beside the road.
Comyn came up off the ground and hit him.
The trucker didn’t want to stay down. He was mad, and Comyn didn’t blame him for it. It took another hard blow to put him out. Comyn dragged him around behind the car and searched his pockets. He had a pass, all right. Comyn took his coverall and the cap with the broad peak and green visor that cut down desert glare. Then he fixed the trucker up inside the car so he’d keep safe until he got loose or somebody found him. On an impulse, Comyn dug out a couple of crumpled bills, hesitated, then shoved one of them into the trucker’s pocket.
“Buy yourself a drink,” he said to the unhearing ears. “On me.”
Dressed in the company overall, wearing the company cap with the face-shielding visor, and driving the company truck, Comyn rolled up to the gate and showed his pass. The guard opened up and waved him in.
One of the great sleek Cochrane ships was on the field, loading passengers for somewhere. Around the docks and the sheds and the machine shops there was a clangorous turmoil where the work of servicing and refueling went on, with the huge mobile cargo cranes stalking mightily through the confusion. Comyn glanced at it without interest, got his bearings, and turned the truck toward the administration area.
Warehouses. Office blocks. Enough buildings for a small city. Comyn drove slowly, squinting at signs, not seeing the one he wanted. The palms of his hands sweated on the wheel and he wiped them one after the other on his coverall. His belly was tied up in knots inside.
That kid had better be right, he thought. I better be right, I’m in trouble all the way now, and it better be for something.
He leaned out of the cab and hailed a passing clerk. “Which way to the hospital? I’m new around here.”
The clerk gave him directions and he drove on, around two or three corners and down a narrow street. He found the hospital, a shiny white building designed for the care of Cochrane employees, not very big and tucked away in a quiet place. There was an alley behind it and a door that said Delivery Entrance.
Comyn pulled the truck in, cut the motor, and got out. The door was only a step or two away, but before he could reach it the door had opened and closed again, and there was a man standing in front of it.
Comyn smiled. The knots in his middle went away. “Hello,” he said cheerfully, and added in his mind, I love you, little man with the hard look and the gun under your jacket. Seeing you means I’m right.
“What you got there, buddy?” asked the man in the doorway.
What Comyn had was a load of baggage destined for some ship. But he said, “Stuff for the hospital commissary. Perishable.” He let the words drift him a little closer. “I’ve got the bills.” He put his hand in his pocket, still smiling, a man without a care in the world.
With the beginning of suspicion, the man in the doorway said, “How come you’re so early? The usual time for delivery—”
“What I’ve got,” said Comyn softly, “can be delivered anytime. No, keep your hands right where they are. I’ve got something here in my pocket, and if it goes off you’ll know what it is. But you won’t like it.”
The man stood taut against the door, frozen in mid-motion, his eyes focused on Comyn’s right hand that was hidden in his pocket. He was thinking hard, thinking of all the small, nasty, illegal weapons that ingenious people on nine different worlds had created and successfully used. He was not pleased with his thoughts.
Comyn said, “Let’s go inside.”
The man hesitated. His eyes met Comyn’s, searched them, probed them. Then he made a small snarling sound and turned to open the door.
“Quietly,” said Comyn. “And if there’s anyone around, you vouch for me.”
There was no one in this back corridor lined with storerooms. Comyn shoved the guard into the nearest one and kicked the door shut. “I’ll take that gun,” he said, and took it. A nice neat shocker, the latest model. Comyn shifted it to his right hand and stepped back.
“That’s better,” he said. “For a minute I thought you were going to call me out there.”
The man’s face became vicious. “You mean you didn’t have—”
“I have now.” Comyn’s thumb flicked the stud up to lethal voltage. “Save your mad till later. Where’s Ballantyne?”
“Ballantyne?”
“Who is it, then? Strang? Kessel? Vickrey?” He paused. “Paul Rogers?” His voice hardened. “Who have the Cochranes got in here?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know? You’re guarding somebody. You have to know who it is.”
Beads of sweat had begun to glisten on the man’s face. He was watching Comyn, and he had forgotten to be angry.
“Look. They brought somebody in here, sure. They’re keeping him under guard, sure. It’s supposed to be one of their own guys, with something contagious. Maybe I believe that, maybe I don’t. But all I know is that I sit on that back door eight hours a day. The Cochranes don’t tell me their business. They don’t tell anybody.”
“Yeah,” said Comyn. “You know where the room is.”
“It’s guarded too.”
“That’s where you come in.” He spoke briefly and the man listened, staring unhappily at his own weapon in Comyn’s hard sunburned fist.
“I guess,” he said, “I’ve got to do it.”
He did it. He took Comyn without a hitch through the main corridors and upstairs into a small wing of private rooms that were all vacant except for one at the end. In front of that one sat a large man, half asleep.
That’s what the kid in the bar had been mad about. They had thrown him out of one of these rooms and put him into a ward. He had been the only patient in the wing—and why had they thrown him out, suddenly, in the middle of the night?
The large man came out of his doze and sprang up.
“It’s all right, Joe,” said the man who walked so close to Comyn. “This guy’s a friend of mine.”
His voice carried no note of conviction. The large man started forward. “Are you crazy, bringing a stranger—Hey…hey, what goes on?”
His reflexes were good, very good. But Comyn was already set and in range. The shocker made a gentle buzzing sound and the large man hit the floor. The smaller one followed him, a short second behind. Both men were out, but nothing worse. Comyn had had the shocker back on low power long before he used it.
When the young doctor looked out of the end room a moment later, disturbed by the faint sounds that had reached him, there was nothing to see but the empty hall with the empty rooms along it.
He said, “Joe?” on a tentative note, but there was no answer. Frowning, he went down to the intersecting corridor to have a look. While his back was turned Comyn slipped into the end room and shut the door. There was a lock on it, brand new and shiny, non-regulation equipment for a hospital room. He snapped it and then he turned toward the bed, toward the man who lay there. His heart was hammering now because after all it might be somebody else…
And, the rumors were all true. Ballantyne had done it. He had made the Big Jump and come back, back from the outer darkness beyond the sun. The first of all men, come back from the stars.
Comyn bent over the bed. His hands were gentle now, uncertain, touching the skeletal shoulder with a kind of awe.
“Ballantyne,” he whispered. “Ballantyne, wake up. Where is Paul?”
He felt bones under his fingers, skin and bones and a tracery of fragile veins. There was movement, a faint pulsation of it, a twitching and quivering of the flesh that never stopped, as though some dreadful memory still drove the ravaged body toward escape. A face…
It was a face that was only a ghostly echo, pitiful, terrible, marked by something frightening, worse than death or the fear of dying. It was something, Comyn thought, that had never before oppressed the children of Sol. A queer terror came over him as he looked at it. Suddenly he wanted to run, to get away out of the room, far away from whatever evil shadow it was that this man had brought back with him from another star.
But he stayed. The doctor came and tried the door, battered on it, yelled, and finally ran away. And still Comyn bent over the bed and whispered, growing colder, growing sicker, flinching from the touch of damp skin twitching under his fingers. And still the terrible face rebuked him and would not speak.
More men came and shouted outside the door. This time they brought an electric drill to cut away the lock.
“Ballantyne! What happened to Paul? Paul…do you hear? Where is he?”
The drill began to bite on the plastic door.
“Paul,” said Comyn patiently. “Where is Paul Rogers?”
The harsh whining of the drill crept around the little room, filling the corners, filling the silence. Ballantyne moved his head.
Comyn bent over, so that his ear was almost touching the blue transparent lips. A voice came out of them, no louder than the beating of a moth’s wing…
“…listened too long. Too long, too far…”
“Where is Paul?”
“…too far, too lonely. We weren’t meant for this. Desolation…darkness…stars…”
Again, almost fiercely, “Where is Paul?”
“Paul…”
The drill hit metal. The whining changed to a thin-edged screech.
The breathing skeleton that was Ballantyne went rigid. Its lips moved under Comyn’s ear, laboring with a dreadful urgency.
“Don’t listen, Paul! I can’t go back alone, I can’t! Don’t listen to them calling…Oh, God, why did it have to be transuranic, why did it?”
The drill screeched thinner, higher. And the painful whisper rose.
“The Transuranae! Paul, no! Paul, Paul, Paul…”
Suddenly Ballantyne screamed.
Comyn sprang back from the bed, blundering into the wall and staying there, pressed against it, bathed in an icy sweat. Ballantyne screamed, not saying anything, not opening his eyes, just screaming, out of an abysmal agony of soul.
Comyn stretched out his hand to the door and tore it open. The drill-shaft snapped. Men poured into the room and he told them, “For God’s sake, make him stop!”
And then, between two heartbeats, Ballantyne was dead.
 
TWO
Time had lost itself somewhere in the haze. He was not even sure where he was anymore. There was a taste in his mouth, a red and salty taste he remembered from getting hit in fights. Only there didn’t seem to be any fight going on. And when he tried to see, all he could get was a blurred confusion of light and shadow in which things vaguely moved.
The questions still came. They were part of the universe, part of existence. He could not remember a time when there had not been questions. He hated them. He was tired and his jaws hurt, and it was hard to answer. But he had to, because when he didn’t somebody hit him again, somebody he couldn’t quite manage to get at and kill, and he didn’t like that.
“Who paid you to do this, Comyn? Who sent you after Ballantyne?”
“Nobody.”
“What’s your job?”
“Construction boss.” The words came out thick and slow and painful. They had worn grooves in his tongue from being said so often.
“Who are you working for?”
Double question. Tricky. But the answer was the same. “Nobody.”
“Who did you work for?”
“Inter-World Engineering…bridges…dams…spaceports. I quit.”
“Why?”
“To find Ballantyne.”
“Who told you it was Ballantyne?”
“Nobody. Rumor. Could have been any of ’em. Could have been…Paul.”
“Who’s Paul?”
“Paul Rogers. Friend.”
“He was the flight engineer on Ballantyne’s ship, wasn’t he?”
“No. Astrophys—” He couldn’t handle that one. “Something to do with the stars.”
“How much did United Tradelines pay you to get to Ballantyne?”
“Nothing. On my own.”
“And you found out Paul Rogers is dead.”
“No.”
“Ballantyne told you he was alive?”
“No.”
This was the hard part. This was the worst of it. At first reason had told him: keep your jaw shut. As long as they aren’t sure, you’ll have a chance: they won’t kill you. Now it was only deaf, blind instinct. Comyn weaved his head from side to side, trying to get up, to get away. But he couldn’t, he was tied.
“What did Ballantyne tell you, Comyn?”
“Nothing.”
The flat palm gently jarred his brain.
“You were locked up with him for nearly twenty minutes. We heard his voice. What did he say, Comyn?”
“He screamed. That’s all.”
The cupped palm, bursting his eardrum, cracked his skull down the middle.
“What did he tell you, Comyn?”
“Nothing!”
The gentle approach. “Listen, Comyn, we’re all tired. Let’s quit fooling around. Just tell us what Ballantyne said and we can all go home and sleep. You’d like that, Comyn—a nice soft bed and nobody to bother you. Just tell us.”
“Didn’t talk. Just…screamed.”
The other approach. “Okay, Comyn. You’re a big guy. You got scars on your knuckles. You think you’re tough, and you are—oh, yes, a very big muscular iron-headed character. But they don’t come so tough they can’t be softened.”
Fists this time, or whatever they were using. The slow dribble of blood down the side of his face, into his mouth, into his eyes. Pain in his belly.
“What did Ballantyne say?”
“Nothing…” A faint whisper, trailing off.
Voices, jumbled, distant. Let him rest, he’s nearly out.… Rest, hell, give me the ammonia. The biting fumes, the gasp, the partial return of light. And it began again. Who told you we had Ballantyne? Who are you working for? What did Ballantyne say?
There came a time when Comyn thought he heard the opening of a door and then a new voice, angry, authoritative. He sensed a sudden change going on, things or people moving quickly in the reddish half-blind obscurity. Somebody was doing something with his hands. Instinct told him when they were free. He rose and struck out, hit something that yelled, caught it and held on with a single-hearted desire to tear it in pieces. Then it slipped away, everything slipped away, and there was only darkness and a great peace.…
 
He woke up gradually, as out of a long sleep. He was in a very comfortable bedroom, and a stranger was standing over him with a certain air of impatience. He was a youngish, well-fed, sandy-haired man who looked as though he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders and considered Comyn an unwelcome addition to the burden, one he wanted to be done with as soon as possible.
Comyn let him stand, until he had dredged up what memories he possessed and got them in order. Then he sat up, very slowly and carefully, and the stranger spoke.
“No internal injuries and no broken bones, Mr. Comyn. We’ve done all we could for the bruises. You’ve been here two days.”
Comyn grunted. He felt his face, touching lightly.
“Our doctors did their best there, too. They assure me there won’t be a scar.”
“That’s fine. Thanks very much,” Comyn said sourly, and looked up. “Who are you?”
“My name is Stanley, William Stanley. I’m business manager for the Cochrane enterprises here on Mars. Look here, Mr. Comyn.” Stanley bent over him, frowning. “I want you to understand that this was done to you absolutely without the knowledge or sanction of the management. I was away on business, or it would never have happened.”
“I’ll bet,” said Comyn. “Since when have the Cochranes objected to a little blood?”
Stanley sighed. “The old reputation is hard to live down, even though it was made two generations ago. We employ a lot of men, Mr. Comyn. Sometimes some of them make mistakes. This was one of them. The Cochranes apologize.” He paused, and then added, making sure that Comyn got every word quite clearly, “We felt that the best apology lay in not pressing charges against you for some rather serious offenses.”
“I guess that makes us even,” Comyn said.
“Good. Your papers, passport, and wallet are on the table there beside you. In those boxes on the chair you’ll find clothing to replace your own, which was beyond repair. Passage home to Earth has been arranged for you on the next Cochrane liner. And I think that’s all.”
“Not quite,” said Comyn, and got stiffly out of bed. The room went round him twice, and then steadied. He looked at Stanley from under sullen brows and laughed.
“Next step in the game, huh? You couldn’t beat anything out of me, so now you’ll try sweetness and light. Who are you trying to kid?”
Stanley’s mouth tightened. “I don’t understand you.”
Comyn’s gesture was sweepingly contemptuous. “You’re not going to let me run loose with what I know.”
“Exactly what do you know, Mr. Comyn?” asked Stanley with a curious politeness.
“Ballantyne. You had him here, hidden, in secret, when the whole System was waiting to welcome him back. You, the Cochranes, trying to grab away from him whatever he’d found! Dirty pool and dirty hands playing it. Where’s his ship? Where are the men who went with him? Where have you got them hidden?”
Anger was in Comyn’s voice, a dark flush of anger in his cheeks. His hands moved in short, hungry circles.
“Ballantyne made the Big Jump, he and the men with him. They did the biggest thing men have ever done. They reached out and touched the stars. And you tried to hide it, to cover up, to rob them even of the glory they had coming! So now you’re going to turn me loose to tell the System what you’ve done? The hell you are.”
Stanley looked at him for a long moment: a big furious man standing naked and incongruous in the handsome bedroom, the half-healed marks and bruises on him, still looking for something to hit. When he spoke it was almost with pity.
“I’m sorry to take the wind out of your sails so cruelly, but I broke the news two days ago, as soon as Ballantyne was dead. Far from trying to rob him, we were making every effort to save his life—without benefit of sensation-hungry mobs, invading newsmen, and people like you. Everybody seems to feel quite grateful toward us.”
Comyn sat down slowly on the bed. He said something, but the words were not audible.
“As to the other men…” Stanley shook his head. “Ballantyne was alone in the ship. The controls were almost completely automatic, and it was possible for one man to operate them. He was…as you saw him. He never knew he had made it back.”
“A hell of a thing,” said Comyn quietly. “A real hell of a thing. What about the ship itself—and the log? Ballantyne’s log. What did it say about Paul
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