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“He who contemplates nature must live in those ages as yet uncreated as well as those which have passed away. And the future as well as the past are even more real than the present, which does not exist since from one second to another time climbs up into the future only to fall back into the pit of the past. Shall we say that the ‘present’ is at the present hour? No, for an hour is long. The present minute? No, for the minute is long to the observing astronomer or physicist. The present second? No, for it is exceedingly long to electricity. Shall we reduce the ‘present’ to the tenth of a second. Yes, if you like, but it is still relative to our sensations. Still, let us agree to that. Here, then, is the present—a tenth of a second. All the rest is past or future, and eternity is the only permanent reality.”
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What some people would call coincidence is often the inevitable working out of the laws of cause and effect. The trouble lies in the fact that so often the causes are not immediately apparent. It would, for instance, seem to be the sheerest of accidents that brought Zachary Halleck back face to face with the very problem that he had enlisted in the Air Force to avoid.

He looked out the window of the train that was bringing him closer to the problem of his brother and his sister-in-law, and tried to fit the pieces together. How had this happened? It seemed such a short time ago that he had been based at Edwards, near the Mojave, testing the new jets—the latest sound-barrier crashers. I was safe there, he thought. They all thought I had no emotions; I was all cool control and nerve—and I was safe. I didn’t have to think about Carl and Sylvia.

He thought back to that day when he was somewhere over the desert, testing a new jet fighter—the day when the unidentified object had been sighted. He was strapped in, cushioned comfortably, driving along at 300 m.p.h. when the call came in from Edwards.

”Halleck in XP 547. Disregard previous orders for test three. Investigate reported unknown at...” Zack turned his plane in the indicated direction and flew fifty miles at ever-accelerating speed.

Driving forward, he saw the spot and started to close in on it, only to have the thing speed away from him. The blip, or whatever it had been that registered on the field radarscopes, was fast; but with his lead, Zack overtook it. It appeared to be a glowing object, size and shape uncertain. It seemed to be spherical, but the only sure thing was that it had a greenish glow as it darted ahead, then up. Zack's touch on the controls was good; he had the experience of a veteran hand at chasing jet fliers. There was a moment of elation as the thing suddenly loomed in his sights, green and misty and whirling; then—he struck it.

How fast Halleck's test jet was going then he couldn’t tell; he wasn’t looking at the gauges. He was staring at the green thing and the next thing he knew, he was falling—falling by parachute down toward the brown and gray Earth so far below him. He remembered a shock; the seat ejector had functioned and he had felt as if he were somersaulting. There was a second shock—he blacked out, and was free, falling, the plane crashing somewhere below him.

He had been badly shaken up when he hit, and was hospitalized for bruises and shock. Then came Intelligence, with hours of questioning and a final warning to say nothing. He emerged from the hospital to find himself isolated, kept to his quarters.

At first, Zack felt that they were holding him responsible for a loss that wasn't his fault—until he had another session with the major from the Pentagon.

”These things, Captain Halleck, are a mystery to us,” the major said. He was a graying and balding man—not the type to make jokes. “In spite of the things that papers and some cheap sensationalists have been saying, we don't know the answers. Actually, there are surprisingly few authenticated accounts of the unidentifiable flying objects—much fewer than you would suppose. And we want to know the answers, believe me.”

The major paused a minute. Halleck, seated in a chair in the small office at Air Base Intelligence, nodded. He'd been puzzled over just what had happened to him; it hadn't made sense. “I've thought it might be a meteor,” he said. “They do explode, sometimes. It didn't look artificial to me.”

The major nodded. “It might be meteoric in origin, but if so, it didn't quite follow the rules. At any rate, you saw and hit something—something that registered on the radar, that moved almost as fast as you did and tried to run away from you.”

He paused, weighing his words before he spoke again. “We've checked your record and like what we see. You'll not be quite fit to resume your regular work for several months. Meanwhile, we've had a request for an assistant with aviation knowledge at a certain project connected with our national defense. There have been things reported there that seem to belong to the investigations our branch has been conducting. I'd like to ask you to take this transfer for the time being, to be our observer there.”

Halleck smiled briefly. “Glad to assist, sir. I’ll take the job. If it helps clear up what happened to me, I want to be in on it.”

”Good,” said the Intelligence major. “Then it's settled. Besides, I've held out the best part of this until last. The project in question is right in your own home grounds. In fact, I believe that the man you'll be helping is probably a relative. Carl Halleck. Do you know him?”

For a moment, Zachary's head whirled. He felt as if he had been struck by lightning. He choked down the protest that bubbled up to his lips, tightened up, and said, “Yes, sir. I know him. I'm his brother.”

Carl! And Sylvia, who was supposed to be my wife, not my sister-in-law. He wondered again if he could really blame her. She chose Carl because he was the nearest substitute when I was reported dead, Zachary thought.

That was on his fourteenth mission in Korea; his bomber had come down, crippled, behind the enemy lines. He had been written off as dead when, in fact, he was making his way on foot by night back to the lines.

But why did Sylvia have to turn to Carl? It was the question that kept on returning whenever he thought of her. Zack couldn’t bring himself to admit that there was a resemblance the girl couldn't miss. I told her about him that summer night before I went away. She knew how I felt about Carl. She knew.

Yes, Sylvia knew how Zachary Halleck felt about his life as a younger brother. Carl, six years older, had always gotten the first choice, the biggest portion, the favored role. And the crowning blow was the knowledge that it would be Carl who would inherit the house and the land—the farm that their father and grandfather had homesteaded in free land of Oregon Territory.

No matter that Carl had not wanted to be a farmer, had become a scholarship student at the state university. No matter that Carl's interests were physics and the mysteries of science rather than agriculture. The farming Hallecks had always left the land intact to the oldest son—and so it was to be. That was why I volunteered for the air service, he thought.

The major hadn’t noticed Zachary's face go pale. He stood up, smiling. “Very good. You will receive your instructions and leave at once to join him. Your brother is an outstanding engineer. He seems to be working on some new development of radar—quite ingenious, I’m told. But he will explain his problems to you better than I can.”

So now Zachary Halleck was on his way home. That closed the coincidence. Cause: hatred and disappointment. Result one: leave home and take up daredevil flying. Result two: encounter a mystery. Effect: brother's researches covered some similar mystery. Conclusion: Zachary is the man picked to return to assist brother.

Why didn’t Air Force Intelligence plumb deeper than the mere fact that Carl and I were related? No doubt, it had seemed such a neat coincidence that they thought it would prove effective. It might at that, thought Zack grimly, as the grimy little train wound its way through the lonely reaches of the Cascades on the last lap of his trip home. I'll show them what a bungling fool Carl is!

Every mile the train went intensified his mood. The feel of the air brought back a thousand and one memories of Zack's boyhood, of his youth, and each memory was tinted with Carl. Always his brother... Zack squirmed in his seat, looking out the window; he felt himself choking up.

Sylvia had promised to wait for him, but she hadn’t waited.

He remembered the fury in which he had left Carl and Carl's bride. Zack had just come back from overseas, but he had not even spent the night at the old farm. He returned to the station and waited the lonely, cold hours for the milk train—back to the cities and the coast and the enlistment office.

He could see their faces now: Sylvia, perhaps a little embarrassed; Carl, with the odd quizzical, somewhat humorous look of detachment. Smug, Zachary thought—yet not exactly. Carl, of the blocky squareness, the solidity that Zack's slender energy never seemed to be able to dent.

Finally he deliberately thrust emotion from him.

He got off at the whistle stop that was the nearest community to his isolated family holdings. He swung down from the car, started to look around for transport, and saw a new station wagon. Then a woman stepped down from the driver's seat and came toward him.

For a moment he did not recognize Sylvia. He still pictured her in his mind as he had left her that far-away day in 1951—a fresh-faced country girl with honey-brown hair, a few freckles, and a quizzical charm in her wide green eyes. This woman coming toward him was a stranger, at first. She seemed taller, more mature; the schoolgirl fragility was gone with the freckles.

Zack recognized Sylvia apparently at the same moment she recognized him. Her step faltered a moment; then she caught herself, held out her hand.

”Hello, Zachary,” she said, her voice almost quavering. “They didn't say they were sending you, but I'm glad to see you.”

He forced himself to smile, accepted her hand, tensing to the feel of her flesh. “I didn't ask for this assignment, you know... but it's good to be back. That's a brand-new car, there. Guess Carl is making out all right.”

They started toward the station wagon. Sylvia said, “He's made money from some patents. Government work. You'll see.”

They climbed into the front seat and Sylvia drove. There was silence between them as they tore along the narrow and deserted country road; it seemed to grow like a physical thing, neither one knowing what to say or how to act.

Zack sat there, his eyes staring straight ahead, his mind seething. Finally, he made a banal comment about the weather. The desultory sort of chitchat it started only added to the tension.

Suddenly, Sylvia turned the wheel sharply, drew up and parked by the side of the road, where fields stretched away to the slopes of the dark, wooded mountains that loomed all around them. She turned to Zachary. “Look, we're going to have to get along together for several months, so we may as well make up our minds to let bygones be bygones. I've been hurt by you, Zack—maybe just as much as you think I've hurt you. There's just no use getting a mad on. I'm married to Carl, and we've been happy.”

Zack looked at her a while. “Yes, I'll bet,” he said finally. “I'll bet you're happy. Him, especially.”

She pinched her lips. “Yes,” she snapped. “Whether you like it or not, we have been happy. And I want you to know something else. Your brother likes you. I've never heard him utter a single word against you in all the time I've known him. It's you who's carrying the grudge.”

Zack felt himself boiling over. “Oh, is it? I'll bet he's never said a word against me. He doesn't have to! Just let's not talk about it, before I forget I'm supposed to be a gentleman. Never mind—I'll be polite. I won't give him what's coming to him—not this time.”

Sylvia looked furious; he could see her biting back a retort that fought to come out. She threw in the gears, stepped on the gas, and drove on in angry silence.
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As the station wagon drove on along the narrow road, Zack felt a curious change coming over him. It seemed as if a deep sense of restfulness were pervading his system. The air was the air of his childhood, the scenery reminiscent of happier days.

He leaned back in his seat and let his pores absorb the world around him. Homecoming, he thought. I never realized what homecoming meant. Now he knew, and it seemed as if he were a changed person.

When Sylvia finally drew up at the sprawling farmhouse which had been home to his father and grandfather, and the two of them climbed out of the station wagon, Zachary Halleck felt calm, and somehow dispassionate.

Carl Halleck hadn't changed much to Zack's eyes; he was still the buff, stocky, heavy-set one. The quiet smile that had so often infuriated Zack in the past now seemed one of genuine pleasure, as he emerged from the house, crossed the wide porch and bounded down the steps to offer his hand.

”This is a surprise, Zack,” he said, “but a real pleasant one. It'll be like old times again, having you here.” Awkwardly, Zack reached out and allowed his hand to be pumped, noticing with a touch of curiosity that there were now flecks of gray in his elder brother's hair. “Frankly, I’m glad it was you they sent,” Carl went on. “There are things about this setup that might be harder for a stranger to believe.”

The next day, after an evening during which Sylvia wondered at the change in him and Carl exchanged reminiscences of neighbors and local events, they got down to business.

The farmstead was no longer the scene of agricultural pursuits; the large fields had reverted to flowers and grass. What had been barn and dairy were now laboratory and experimental chambers. Carl held some basic patents in certain electronic operations; income from these supported the place and his present work.

There were two assistants working with him. Kedrick was a native of the region—a wizened little mechanic from the township and a wizard at assembling and repairing the gadgets Carl dreamed up; the other was an engineer named Dean. Dean was thirtyish, dry and competent, but it was obvious from start to finish that Carl was master here in all things.

Zack listened patiently while Carl conducted him over the place, nodding when each device was explained to him, putting in a word here and there when expected. Finally Carl Halleck drew him over to a corner of the lab, sat him down in a chair, taking another at a desk crowded with papers and diagrams.

”Here's what we're up to now,” he said. “You understand radar, of course?”

Zack nodded. He had noticed a radarscope in one corner of the chamber and had not missed the cuplike antenna on top of what had been the old water-tank tower. He understood the principle. Radio waves could be made to bounce off an object, and be caught on the rebound by the ear of the sender; these echoes could be translated into light and sound of such exactness as to reveal the whereabouts, distances, and movements of unseen objects. It’s simple—but wonderful, he thought; it's a new form of sight. Night is no longer perilous. Flight is safer all around and there's hope for defense against air attack.

”I started on an effort to improve the principle of radar screening,” Carl said. “We can set up a line of radar stations now in such a way as to form a fence through which nothing can fly without being noticed. The famous DEW screen in Northern Canada is a good example. Nothing can cross it from the North, from the other side of the Pole, without being picked up, instantly. But I asked myself, what is the next step? Detected, yes—followed as far as the radarscope can carry, charted and tracked. But eventually, anything is sure to go off the screen. Our present system is to pick it up again by calculating the object's last known speed and direction. Yet this is an uncertain thing. With a potential enemy surely aware of our system, abrupt changes of course would be the order of the day. Zigzagging, calculated deviations will make further picking up of the intruder difficult.

”With the present possibilities of rocket-driven missiles, of the ICBM with the H-Bomb warhead, we can't afford to take even the slightest chance. We need not only a screen to pick up the object but a means whereby, once detected, the object can be tracked by the original detector for ten thousand miles if necessary. That is what I believe I have worked out.”

Zack whistled. “Sounds good,” he said quietly. “What's the trick?”

Carl paused a bit, pursed his lips. “Well, it came to me that the initial radar screen is not quite enough. What do we do? We bounce a radio wave off the intruding airplane. We continue to bounce more such, a regular rain of such waves. But suppose, I thought one day, instead of just a radio wave—innocuous in itself—we had a wave which carried some sort of electrical charge. Sure it would still bounce back, but suppose it leaves the object it touches permanently carrying this charge. Couldn't we then have not just touched the intruder, but actually marked it? Wouldn't it be marked in such a way that any electronic eye could detect it as something which had passed through a forbidden barrier?”

He paused, and Zack knew that his brother expected an answer to the question. “Well, that's a rather big 'if,'“ he said.

”Of course,” Carl agreed. “But once I had the idea in mind, the methods suggested themselves. I worked out elementary principles, got the Pentagon interested and received a contract to try to work it out in practice. I can tell you, although the matter is highly classified, that we have succeeded.

”I worked out a way of radiating a very faint paramagnetic charge along the beams of the radar screen. Anything passing into the scope of this radar fence is instantly charged. This can be immediately detected by a relatively simple paramagnetic device, and once this is attuned to the flying object similarly charged, that object cannot be lost. Our detector will point continuously in the direction of the charged plane, even if it has gone hundreds of miles away.”

Zack nodded. “And where do I come in in all this?” he asked.

”We'll come to that,” said Carl. “I've set up an experimental screen station out in Chinook Pass, which is about twenty miles up in the mountains. You'll remember... we used to go hunting there when we were kids.” Zack nodded. “With fairly low power, we can track anything that flies over the pass as high as fifteen miles up, and for many miles around. We made our first checks, as you might guess, on flights of wild geese. Later on, we checked against passenger planes going north to Tacoma or Seattle. With our paramagnetic charge, we found we could keep tabs on those planes up to the moment they finally landed—long, long after we lost them in the normal radar. Apparently the moment they land, the extra charge is grounded and lost. What's more interesting, the planes themselves cannot detect any difference. No pilot or passenger ever noticed the charge—and Air Force pilots who have co-operated with us on request cannot tell when their plane has been so charged. In short, the system works fine.

”But where do you come in?” Carl hesitated, as if feeling for words.

Zack frowned. “Did you ask for someone with experience in unidentified flying objects? Someone from Project Blue Book?”

Carl looked at him. “Yes, I did. And... why somehow it never dawned on me when you came that you must have been connected with them!”

”Yes, I had a little experience of that nature. I guess it made me your man. What happened? Did you pick up things that weren't there?”

”I guess that's the word for it,” said his elder brother. “We got some things that we couldn't see, but of course every radar gets those. Weird blips when the sky is clear; wild effects that turn out to be migrating birds, or maybe just dust concentrations. Those I could account for. But we got some other things, too.” He leaned over, called out: “Dean, will you come here a moment and tell about last Thursday?”

The engineer came over, looking a little embarrassed. “Well, captain,” he said, “Carl was up in the Pass working the screen and I was down here watching the tracker when I saw that we'd got a fast flier on the record. Thing went over the Pass, according to the tracker, about three hundred miles an hour, heading Southwest. Was out of radarscope range in seconds, but the charge took it and my detector here held on to it. According to my records, it was speeding up and I held the thing for about six hundred miles before it was lost.

”Shortly after, I caught another blip like that following this one and that, too, was going along at outlandish speeds. Now Carl, on the phone, said he could see nothing and the radar said it was about six miles up when it passed through the screen. Finally we got a third. This one turned almost immediately and started straight up. You may not believe this, but this fellow just kept on up. I clocked it at five hundred miles up before I lost it. Could have followed it for thousands more if we'd had a stronger detector, but we're only using experimental equipment.”

”That's it,” said Carl. “Since then I've clocked blips several times, and followed them for incredible distances. Finally, we caught a group of them, had them turn back, come down again and recross the Pass quite low. I ran out to look at them. I saw what seemed to be about a dozen tiny green dots, which turned in formation and went straight up into the sky.

”Now the strangest part comes. I followed them by their paramagnetic charges for about fifty miles when, one by one, they blanked out—exactly as if they had been grounded.”

Zachary whistled. “I've read reports like that of formations of things—but I've never really believed them.” He went on then
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