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If the stars shoul d appear one night in
a thousand years, how would nen believe
and adore, and preserve for many generations
the remenbrance of the city of God?
EMERSON

Aton 77, director of Saro University, thrust out a belligerent |ower
lip and glared at the young newspaperman in a hot fury.

Therenon 762 took that fury in his stride. In his earlier days, when
his now w dely syndicated colum was only a mad idea in a cub reporter's
mnd, he had specialized in '"inmpossible' interviews. It had cost him
brui ses, black eyes, and broken bones; but it had given himan anple supply
of cool ness and sel f-confidence. So he |owered the outthrust hand that had
been so pointedly ignored and calmy waited for the aged director to get
over the worst. Astrononers were queer ducks, anyway, and if Aton's actions
of the last two nonths meant anything; this same Aton was the queer-ducki est
of the lot.

Aton 77 found his voice, and though it trenbled with restrained

enotion, the careful, sonmewhat pedantic phraseol ogy, for which the fanous
astronomer was noted, did not abandon him
"Sir," he said, 'you display an infernal gall in comng to ne with that

i mpudent proposition of yours.' The husky telephotographer of the
(observatory, Beenay 25, thrust a tongue's tip across dry lips and interposed
nervously, 'Now, sir, after all --

The director turned to himand lifted a white eyebrow.

"Do not interfere, Beenay. | wll credit you with good intentions in
bringing this man here; but | will tolerate no insubordination now '

Therenon decided it was time to take a part. 'Director Aton, if you'l
let nme finish what | started saying, | think -- '

‘I don't believe, young man,' retorted Aton, 'that anything you could

say now woul d count much as conpared with vyour daily colums of these |ast
two nonths. You have |l ed a vast newspaper canpaign against the efforts of
mysel f and ny coll eagues to organi ze the world against the nmenace which it
is now too |late to avert. You have done your best with your highly persona
attacks to make the staff of this Cbservatory objects of ridicule.'

The director lifted a copy of the Saro City Chronicle fromthe table
and shook it at Therenon furiously. 'Even a person of your well-known
i mpudence shoul d have hesitated before coning to ne with a request that he
be allowed to cover today's events for his paper. O all newsnen, you!

Aton dashed the newspaper to the floor, strode to the w ndow, and
cl asped his arns behind his back

"You may | eave,' he snapped over his shoul der. He stared noodily out at
the skyline where Gamm, the brightest of the planet's six suns, was
setting. It had already faded and yellowed into the horizon msts, and Aton
knew he woul d never see it again as a sane man. He whirled. 'No, wait, cone
here!' He gestured perenptorily. I'll give you your story.

The newsman had nade no notion to | eave, and now he approached the old
man sl owy. Aton gestured outward

"OF the six suns, only Beta is left in the sky. Do you see it?
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The question was rather unnecessary. Beta was alnost at zenith, its
ruddy light flooding the | andscape to an unusual orange as the brilliant
rays of setting Gamma died. Beta was at aphelion. It was snmall; smaller than
Therenon had ever seen it before, and for the nonent it was undi sputed ruler
of Lagash's sky.

Lagash's own sun. Al pha, the one about which it revolved, was at the
anti podes, as were the two distant conpanion pairs. The red dwarf Beta --

Al pha' s i mredi ate conpanion -- was alone, griny al one.

Aton's upturned face flushed redly in the sunlight. 'In just under four
hours,' he said, 'civilization, as we knowit, <conmes to an end. It will do
so because, as you see. Beta is the only sun in the sky." He smiled grimy.
"Print that! There'll be no one to read it.

"But if it turns out that four hours pass -- and another four -- and

not hi ng happens?' asked Therenon softly.
"Don't let that worry you. Enough will happen.

"Granted! And still -- it nothing happens?
For a second time, Beenay 25 spoke. "Sir, | think you ought to |Ilisten
to him'

Therenon said, 'Put it to a vote, Director Aton.'
There was a stir anong the renmaining five nmenbers of the Cbservatory

staff, who till now had maintained an attitude of wary neutrality.
"That,' stated Aton flatly, 'is not necessary.' He drew out his pocket
wat ch. ' Since your good friend, Beenay, insists so urgently, | will give you

five minutes. Talk away.'

' Good! Now, just what difference would it make if you allowed ne to
take down an eyewi tness account of what's to conme? If your prediction cones
true, ny presence won't hurt; for in that case ny colum woul d never be
witten. On the other hand, if nothing comes of it, you will just have to
expect ridicule or worse. It wuld be wise toleave that ridicule to
friendly hands.'

Aton snorted. 'Do you nmean yours when you speak of friendly hands?

"Certainly!" Therenmon sat down and crossed his |egs.

"My colums may have been a little rough, but | gave you people the
benefit of the doubt every tine. After all. this is not the century to
preach "The end of the world is at hand" to Lagash. You have to understand
that people don't believe the Book of Revelations anynore, and it annoys
them to have scientists turn aboutface and tell us the Cultists are right
after all -- '

"No such thing, young nan,' interrupted Aton. "Wiile a great deal of
our data has been supplied us by the Cult, our results contain none of the
Cult's nysticism Facts are facts, and the Cult's so-called nythol ogy has
certain facts behind it. W' ve exposed themand ripped away their nystery. |
assure you that the Cult hates us now worse than you do.'

‘I don't hate you. I'mjust trying to tell you that the public is in an
ugly hunor. They're angry.'

Aton twisted his nouth in derision. 'Let thembe angry.

"Yes, but what about tonorrow?

"There'll be no tonorrow
"But if there is. Say that there is -- just to see what happens. That
anger m ght take shape into sonething serious. After all, you know, business

has taken a nosedive these last two nonths. Investors don't really believe
the world is coming to an end, but just the sanme they're being cagy with

their noney until it's all over. Johnny Public doesn't believe you, either,
but the new spring furniture might just as well wait a fewnonths -- just to
make sure.

"You see the point. Just as soon as this is all over, the business
interests will be after your hide. They'll say that if crackpots -- begging
your pardon -- can upset the country's prosperity any tinme they want, sinply
by maki ng sone cockeyed prediction -- it's up to the planet to prevent them

The sparks will fly, sir.
The director regarded the columist sternly. 'And just what were you

file:/lIF|/rah/Isaac%20Asimov/Nightfall.txt (2 of 21) [1/14/03 9:38:52 PM]



file:///F|/rah/l saac%20Asimov/Nightfall.txt

proposing to do to help the situation?

"Wll' -- Therenon grinned -- 'l was proposing to take charge of the
publicity. | can handle things so that only the ridiculous side will show.
It would be hard to stand, | admt, because |I'd have to nake you all out to

be a bunch of gibbering idiots, but if | can get people laughing at vyou,
they might forget to be angry. In return for that, all my publisher asks is
an excl usive story.'

Beenay nodded and burst out, 'Sir, the rest of wus think he's right.
These last two nonths we've considered everything but the million-to-one
chance that there is an error somewhere in our theory or in our
cal cul ations. W ought to take care of that, too.

There was a murnur of agreenment fromthe nmen grouped about the table,
and Aton's expression becanme that of one who found his nouth full of
sonething bitter and couldn't get rid of it.

"You may stay if you wish, then. You will kindly refrain, however, from
hanpering us in our duties in any way. You wll also renenber that | amin
charge of all activities here, and in spite of your opinions as expressed in
your columms, | will expect full cooperation and full respect --

H s hands were behind his back, and his winkled face thrust forward
determnedly as he spoke. He might have continued indefinitely but for the
i ntrusion of a new voice

"Hello, hello, hello!" It cane in a high tenor, and the plunp cheeks of
the newconer expanded in a pleased smle. 'Wiat's this norgue-like
at nosphere about here? No one's losing his nerve, | hope.'

Aton started in consternation and said peevishly, 'Now what the devi
are you doing here, Sheerin? | thought you were going to stay behind in the
Hi deout .

Sheerin | aughed and dropped his stubby figure into a chair. 'Hi deout be
bl owed! The place bored nme. | wanted to be here, where things are getting
hot. Don't you suppose | have ny share of curiosity? | want to see these
Stars the Cultists are forever speaking about.' He rubbed his hands and
added in a soberer tone. 'It's freezing outside. The wind s enough to hang
icicles on your nose. Beta doesn't seemto give any heat at all, at the
distance it is.'

The white-haired director ground his teeth in sudden exasperation. 'Wy
do you go out of your way to do crazy things, Sheerin? What kind of good are
you around here?

"What kind of good am|l around there? Sheerin spread his palns in
com cal resignation. 'A psychologist isn't worth his salt in the Hideout.
They need nen of action and strong, healthy wonen that can breed children
Me? |'m a hundred pounds too heavy for a man of action, and | wouldn't be a
success at breeding children. So why bother themw th an extra nmouth to
feed? | feel better over here.'

Therenon spoke briskly. 'Just what is the Hi deout, sir?

Sheerin seened to see the columist for the first tinme. He frowned and
bl ew his anpl e cheeks out. 'And just who in Lagash are you, redhead?'

Aton conpressed his lips and then nmuttered sullenly, 'That's Therenon
762, the newspaper fellow | suppose you' ve heard of him'

The columi st offered his hand. 'And, of course, you're Sheerin 501 of

Saro University. |'ve heard of you.' Then he repeated, "What 1is this
H deout, sir?

"Wll,' said Sheerin, 'we have managed to convince a few people of the
validity of our prophecy of -- er -- doom to be spectacular about it, and

those few have taken proper neasures. They consist nainly of the i mediate
menbers of the famlies of the Cbhservatory staff, certain of the faculty of
Saro University, and a few outsiders. Altogether, they nunber about three
hundred, but three quarters are wonen and chil dren.

"I see! They're supposed to hide where the Darkness and the -- er --
Stars can't get at them and then hold out when the rest of the world goes
poof .’
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"If they can. It won't be easy. Wth all of mankind insane, wth the
great «cities going up in flanmes -- environnent will not be conducive to
survival. But they have food, water, shelter, and weapons -- '

'They' ve got nore,' said Aton. 'They've got all our records, except for
What we will collect today. Those records will nean everything to the next
cycle, and that's what nust survive. The rest can go hang.

Theremon uttered a long, low whistle and sat brooding for severa
m nutes. The nen about the table had brought out a nmulti-chess board and
started a six-nenber gane. Moves were nade rapidly and in silence. Al eyes
bent in furious concentration on the board. Therenon watched them intently
and then rose and approached Aton, who sat apart in whispered conversation
wi th Sheerin.

"Listen,' he said, let's go sonewhere where we won't bother the rest of

the fellows. | want to ask sone questions.'

The aged astrononer frowned sourly at him but Sheerin chirped up,
"Certainly. It will do nme good to talk. It always does. Aton was telling ne
about your ideas concerning world reaction to a failure of the prediction --
and | agree with you. | read your colum pretty regularly, by the way, and
as a general thing | like your views.'

'Pl ease, Sheerin,' grow ed Aton

"Eh? Onh, all right. We'll go into the next room It has softer chairs,
anyway. '

There were softer chairs in the next room There were also thick red
curtains on the w ndows and a naroon carpet on the floor. Wth the bricky
light of Beta pouring in, the general effect was one of dried bl ood.

Therenon shuddered. 'Say, |1'd give ten credits for a decent dose of
white light for just a second. | wish Gamma or Delta were in the sky.

"What are your questions? asked Aton. 'Please renmenber that our tine
islimted. Inalittle over an hour and a quarter we're going upstairs, and
after that there will be no tine for talk.'

"Wll, here it is.'" Therenon |eaned back and folded his hands on his
chest. 'You people seemso all-fired serious about this that |I'm beginning
to believe you. Wuld you m nd explaining what it's all about?

At on exploded, 'Do you nean to sit there and tell ne that you' ve been
bombarding us with ridicule without even finding out what we've been trying
to say?

The col umi st grinned sheepishly. '"It's not that bad, sir. |I've got the
general idea. You say there is going to be a world-wi de Darkness in a few
hours and that all mankind will go violently insane. What | want nowis the
science behind it.'

‘"No, you don't. No, you don't,' broke in Sheerin. '"If you ask Aton for

that -- supposing himto be in the nbod to answer at all -- he'll trot out
pages of figures and volunmes of graphs. You won't nmake head or tail of it.
Now i f you were to ask ne, | could give you the layman's standpoint.'

"All right; | ask you.

"Then first 1'd like a drink.' He rubbed his hands and | ooked at Aton

"Water?' grunted Aton

"Don't be silly!

"Don't you be silly. No alcohol today. It would be too easy to get ny
men drunk. | can't afford to tenpt them'

The psychol ogi st grunbled wordlessly. He turned to Therenon, inpaled
himwith his sharp eyes, and began

"You realize, of course, that the history of civilization on Lagash
di splays a cyclic character -- but | nean cyclic!

"I  know,' replied Therenon cautiously, ‘'that that 1is the current
archaeol ogi cal theory. Has it been accepted as a fact?

"Just about. In this last century it's been generally agreed upon. This

cyclic character is -- or rather, was -- one of the great nysteries. W've
| ocated series of civilizations, nine of themdefinitely, and indications of
others as well, all of which have reached hei ghts conparable to our own, and

all of which, without exception, were destroyed by fire at the very height
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of their culture.

"And no one «could tell why. Al centers of culture were thoroughly
gutted by fire, with nothing left behind to give a hint as to the cause.'

Therenon was following closely. 'Wasn't there a Stone Age, too0?

"Probably, but as yet practically nothing is known of it, except that
men of that age were little nore than rather intelligent apes. W can forget
about that.'

"I see. Go on!'’

There have been explanations of these recurrent catastrophes, all of a
nmore or less fantastic nature. Sone say that there are periodic rains of
fire; sone that Lagash passes through a sun every so often; sone even w | der
things. But there is one theory, quite different fromall of these, that has
been handed down over a period of centuries.'

"I know. You mean this nyth of the "Stars" that the Cultists have in
their Book of Revel ations.'

"Exactly,' rejoined Sheerin with satisfaction. 'The Cultists said that
every two thousand and fifty years Lagash entered a huge cave, so that al
the suns di sappeared, and there cane total darkness all over the world! And
then, they say, things called Stars appeared, which robbed nen of their
souls and left them unreasoning brutes, so that they destroyed the
civilization they thenselves had built up. O course they mx all this up
with a lot of religio-mystic notions, but that's the central idea.'

There was a short pause in which Sheerin drew a |long breath. ' And now
we cone to the Theory of Universal Gavitation.' He pronounced the phrase so
that the capital letters sounded -- and at that point Aton turned fromthe
wi ndow, snorted |oudly, and stal ked out of the room

The two stared after him and Therenon said, 'Wat's wong?'

"Nothing in particular,' replied Sheerin. 'Two of the nen were due
several hours ago and haven't shown up yet. He's terrifically short-handed,
of course, because all but the really essential nen have gone to the
Hi deout .

"You don't think the two deserted, do you?

"Who? Faro and Yinot? O course not. Still, if they're not back within

the hour, things would be a little sticky.' He got to his feet suddenly, and
his eyes twi nkled. 'Anyway, as long as Aton is gone --

Tiptoeing to the nearest w ndow, he squatted, and fromthe |ow w ndow
box beneath withdrew a bottle of red liquid that gurgled suggestively when
he shook it.

"I thought Aton didn't know about this,' he remarked as he trotted back
to the table. '"Here! W' ve only got one glass so, as the guest, you can have
it. 1"l keep the bottle.'

And he filled the tiny cup with judicious care. Therenon rose to
protest, but Sheerin eyed himsternly.

' Respect your elders, young nan.'

The newsman seated hinmself with a 1ook of anguish on his face. 'Go
ahead, then, you old villain.'

The psychol ogist's Adanmis apple wobbled as the bottle upended, and
then, with a satisfied grunt and a smack of the |ips, he began again. 'But
what do you know about gravitation?

"Not hing, except that it is a very recent devel opnent, not too well
established, and that the math is so hard that only twelve nmen in Lagash are
supposed to understand it.'

"Tcha! Nonsense! Baloney! | can give you all the essential math in a
sentence. The Law of Universal Gavitation states that there exists a
cohesive force anong all bodies of the universe, such that the amount of
this force between any two given bodies is proportional to the product of
their masses divided by the square of the distance between them'

"I's that all?

"That's enough! It took four hundred years to develop it.

"Way that long? It sounded sinple enough, the way you said it.
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'Because great laws are not divined by flashes of inspiration, whatever

you may think. It wusually takes the conbined work of a world full of
scientists over a period of centuries. After Genovi 41 discovered that
Lagash rotated about the sun Al pha rather than vice versa -- and that was
four hundred years ago -- astrononers have been worki ng. The conpl ex notions

of the six suns were recorded and anal yzed and unwoven. Theory after theory
was advanced and checked and counterchecked and nodified and abandoned and
revived and converted to sonething else. It was a devil of a job.

Ther enon nodded thoughtfully and held out his glass for nore Iiquor
Sheerin grudgingly allowed a few ruby drops to | eave the bottle.

‘It was twenty vyears ago,' he continued after renoistening his own
throat, 'that it was finally denonstrated that the Law of Universa
Gravitation accounted exactly for the orbital motions of the six suns. It
was a great triunph.'

Sheerin stood up and wal ked to the window, still clutching his bottle.
"And now we're getting to the point. In the |ast decade, the notions of
Lagash about Al pha were conputed according to gravity, and if did not
account for the orbit observed; not even when all perturbations due to the
ot her suns were included. Either the law was invalid, or there was another,
as yet unknown, factor involved.'

Therenon joined Sheerin at the w ndow and gazed out past the wooded
sl opes to where the spires of Saro City gl eaned bl oodily on the horizon. The
newsman felt the tension of uncertainty grow within himas he cast a short
glance at Beta. It glowered redly at zenith, dwarfed and evil

'Go ahead, sir,' he said softly.

Sheerin replied, 'Astrononers stunbled about for year, each proposed
theory nore untenable than the one before -- until Aton had the inspiration
of calling in the Cult. The head of the Cult, Sor 5, had access to certain
data that sinplified the problem considerably. Aton set to work on a new
track.

"What if there were another nonlum nous planetary body such as Lagash?
If there were, you know, it would shine only by reflected light, and if it
were conposed of bluish rock, as Lagash itself largely is, then, in the
redness of the sky, the eternal blaze of the suns would nmake it invisible --
drown it out completely.’

Therenon whi stled. 'Wat a screwy idea!’

"You think that's screw? Listen to this: Suppose this body rotated
about Lagash at such a distance and in such an orbit and had such a nass
that its attention would exactly account for the deviations of Lagash's

orbit fromtheory -- do you know what woul d happen?

The col umi st shook his head.

"Wll, sonetimes this body would get in the way of a sun.' And Sheerin
enptied what remained in the bottle at a draft.

"And it does, | suppose,' said Therenon flatly.

"Yes! But only one sun lies inits plane of revolution.' He jerked a
thunb at the shrunken sun above. 'Beta! And it has been shown that the
eclipse will occur only when the arrangenent of the suns is such that Beta
is alone in its hem sphere and at maxi num di stance, at which time the nmoon
is invariably at minimm distance. The eclipse that results, with the nmoon
seven tinmes the apparent dianeter of Beta, covers all of Lagash and lasts
well over half a day, so that no spot on the planet escapes the effects.
That eclipse comes once every two thousand and forty-nine years.

Therenon's face was drawn into an expressi onl ess nmask.

"And that's ny story?'

The psychol ogi st nodded. 'That's all of it. First the eclipse -- which

will start in three quarters of an hour -- then universal Darkness and,
maybe, these mysterious Stars -- then nmadness, and end of the cycle.'
He brooded. 'We had two nonths' |eeway -- we at the Observatory -- and

that wasn't enough time to persuade Lagash of the danger. Two centuries
m ght not have been enough. But our records are at the Hi deout, and today we
phot ograph the eclipse. The next cycle will start off with the truth, and
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when the next eclipse cones, mankind will at last be ready for it. Cone to
think of it, that's part of your story too.

Athin wind ruffled the curtains at the wi ndow as Therenon opened it
and leaned out. It played coldly with his hair as he stared at the crinson
sunlight on his hand. Then he turned in sudden rebellion

"What is there in Darkness to drive nme nmad?'

Sheerin snmled to hinmself as he spun the enpty liquor bottle with
abstracted notions of his hand. 'Have you ever experienced Darkness, young
man?’

The newsman | eaned against the wall and considered. 'No. Can't say |
have. But | know what it is. Just -- uh -- ' He nmade vague notions with his
fingers and then brightened. 'Just no light. Like in caves.' ,

'Have you ever been in a cave?

‘"In a cavel OF course not!

"I thought not. | tried last week -- just to see -- but | got out in a
hurry. | went in until the nmouth of the cave was just visible as a blur of
light, with black everywhere else. | never thought a person ny weight could
run that fast.'

Therenon's lip curled. "Well, if it cones to that, | guess | wouldn't
have run if | had been there.'

The psychol ogi st studi ed the young nan with an annoyed frown.

"My, don't you talk big! | dare you to draw the curtain.'

Therenon |ooked his surprise and said, 'Wat for? If we had four or
five suns out there, we mght want to cut the light down a bit for confort,
but now we haven't enough light as it is.'

"That's the point. Just draw the curtain; then cone here and sit down.

"All right.' Therenon reached for the tasseled string and |erked. The
red curtain slid across the wide wi ndow, the brass rings hissing their way
al ong the crossbar, and a dusk-red shadow cl anped down on the room

Therenon's footsteps sounded hollowy in the silence as he nmade his way

to the table, and then they stopped halfway. 'Il can't see you, sir,' he
whi sper ed.

'Feel your way,' ordered Sheerin in a strained voice.

"But | can't see you, sir.' The newsnan was breathing harshly. 'l can't

see anything.'
"What did you expect?' cane the grimreply. 'Come here and sit down!
The footsteps sounded again, waveringly, approaching slowy. There was
the sound of sonmeone funbling with a chair. Therenon's voice cane thinly,

"Here | am | feel . . . ulp. . . all right.’

"You like it, do you?

"N -- no. It's pretty awful. The walls seemto be -- ' He paused. 'They
seemto be closing in on ne. | keep wanting to push themaway. But |'m not

going mad! In fact, the feeling isn't as bad as it was.'

"All right. Draw the curtain back again.

There were cautious footsteps through the dark, the rustle of
Therenon's body against the curtain as he felt for the tassel, and then the
triunphant roo-osh of the curtain slithering back. Red |light flooded the
room and with a cry of joy Therenon | ooked up at the sun

Sheerin wi ped the noistness off his forehead with the back of a hand
and said shakily, 'And that was just a dark room'

"It can be stood,' said Therenon |ightly.

"Yes, a dark room can. But were you at the Jonglor Centennia
Exposition two years ago?'

"No, it so happens | never got around to it. Six thousand mles was
just a bit too nuch to travel, even for the exposition.'

"Wll, | was there. You renmenber hearing about the "Tunnel of Mstery"
that broke all records in the anusenent area -- for the first nonth or so,
anyway?'

"Yes. Wasn't there some fuss about it?

"Very little. 1t was hushed up. You see, that Tunnel of Mstery was
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just a mle-long tunnel -- with no lights. You got into a Ilittle open car
and jolted along through Darkness for fifteen nminutes. It was very popul ar
-- while it |asted.

" Popul ar ?'

"Certainly. There's a fascination in being frightened when it's part of
a gane. A baby is born wth three instinctive fears: of |oud noises, of
falling, and of the absence of light. That's why it's considered so funny to
junp at soneone and shout "Boo!" That's why it's such fun to ride a roller
coaster. And that's why that Tunnel of Mystery started cleaning up. People
cane out of that Darkness shaking, breathless, half dead with fear, but they
kept on paying to get in.'

"Wait a while, | renenber now. Some people cane out dead, didn't they?
There were runors of that after it shut down.'

The psychol ogi st snorted. 'Bah! Two or three died. That was not hing!
They paid off the famlies of the dead ones and argued the Jonglor City
Council into forgetting it. After all, they said, if people with weak hearts
want to go through the tunnel, it was at their own risk -- and besides, it
woul dn't happen again. So they put a doctor in the front office and had
every custoner go through a physical examination before getting into the
car. That actually boosted ticket sales.

"Well, then?

"But you see, there was sonething else. People sonetines cane out in
perfect order, except that they refused to go into buildings -- any
bui I di ngs; i ncluding pal aces, mansi ons, apartment houses, tenenents,

cottages, huts, shacks, lean-tos, and tents.'

Ther enon | ooked shocked. 'You nean they refused to come in out of the
open? Were'd they sleep?

"In the open.’

' They shoul d have forced theminside.'

"Ch, they did, they did. Wereupon these people went into violent
hysterics and did their best to bat their brains out against the nearest
wall. Once you got theminside, you couldn't keep them there wthout a
strait jacket or a heavy dose of tranquili zer.

' They must have been crazy.'

"Which is exactly what they were. One person out of every ten who went
into that tunnel canme out that way. They called in the psychol ogi sts, and we
did the only thing possible. W closed down the exhibit.' He spread his
hands.

"What was the matter with these peopl e?" asked Therenon finally.

"Essentially the same thing that was the nmatter with you when you
thought the walls of the roomwere crushing in on you in the dark. There is
a psychol ogical termfor mankind's instinctive fear of the absence of |ight.
We call it "claustrophobia", because the lack of light is always tied up
with encl osed places, so that fear of one is fear of the other. You see?

"And t hose people of the tunnel?

"Those people of the tunnel consisted of those unfortunates whose
mentality did not quite possess the resiliency to overcone the
cl austrophobi a that overtook themin the Darkness. Fifteen nminutes without
light is along tine; you only had two or three minutes, and | believe you
were fairly upset.

"The people of the tunnel had what is called a "claustrophobic
fixation". Their latent fear of Darkness and encl osed places had crystalized
and becone active, and, as far as we can tell, permanent. That's what
fifteen minutes in the dark will do.

There was a long silence, and Therenmon's forehead winkled slowmy into
a frown. 'l don't believe it's that bad.'

"You mean vyou don't want to believe,' snapped Sheerin. 'You're afraid
to believe. Look out the w ndow

Therenon did so, and the psychologist continued w thout pausing.
"I magi ne Darkness -- everywhere. No light, as far as you can see. The
houses, the trees, the fields, the earth, the sky -- black! And Stars thrown
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in, for all I know -- whatever they are. Can you conceive it?

"Yes, | can,' declared Therenon trucul ently.

And Sheerin slammed his fist down wupon the table in sudden passion
"You lie! You can't conceive that. Your brain wasn't built for the

conception any nore than it was built for the conception of infinity or of
eternity. You can only talk about it. A fraction of the reality upsets you,
and when the real thing cones, your brain is going to be presented with the
phenonmenon outside its limts of conprehension. You will go mad, conpletely
and permanently! There is no question of it!'

He added sadly, 'And another couple of mllennia of painful struggle
comes to nothing. Tonorrow there won't be a city standing unharned in al
Lagash.'

Therenon recovered part of his nental equilibrium 'That doesn't
follow | still don't see that | can go |oony just because there isn't a sun
in the sky -- but even if | did, and everyone el se did, how does that harm
the cities? Are we going to bl ow them down?'

But Sheerin was angry, too. 'If you were in Darkness, what would you
want nore than anything else; what would it be that every instinct would
call for? Light, dam you, |ight!

"Wl ?

" And how woul d you get |ight?

"I don't know,' said Therenon flatly.

"What's the only way to get light, short of a sun?

" How should | know?'

They were standing face to face and nose to nose.

Sheerin said, 'You bum sonething, mster. Ever see a forest fire? Ever
go canping and cook a stew over a wood fire? Heat isn't the only thing
burni ng wood gives off, you know. It gives off light, and people know that.
And when it's dark they want |ight, and they're going to get it.

'So they bum wood?'

'So they burn whatever they can get. They've got to have light. They've

got to burn sonmething, and wood isn't handy -- so they'll burn whatever is
nearest. They'll have their light -- and every center of habitation goes up
in flanes!'

Eyes hel d each other as though the whole natter were a personal affair
of respective wll powers, and then Therenbn broke away wordlessly. His
breat hi ng was harsh and ragged, and he scarcely noted the sudden hubbub that
canme fromthe adjoi ning room behind the cl osed door

Sheerin spoke, and it was wth an effort that he nade it sound

matter-of-fact. 'I think | heard Yinot's voice. He and Faro are probably
back. Let's go in and see what kept them'
"Mght as well!"' nuttered Therenon. He drew a | ong breath and seened to

shake hinsel f. The tension was broken

The room was in an uproar, with nenbers of the staff clustering about two
young nmen who were renobving outer garnents even as they parried the
m scel | any of questions being thrown at them

At on hustl ed through the crowd and faced the newconers angrily. 'Do you
realize that it's less than half an hour before deadline? Were have you two
been?’

Faro 24 seated hinmself and rubbed his hands. Hi s cheeks were red with
the outdoor chill. "Yimot and | have just finished carrying through a little
crazy experinment of our owmn. We've been trying to see if we couldn't
construct an arrangement by which we could sinulate the appearance of
Darkness and Stars so as to get an advance notion as to how it |ooked."'

There was a confused nurmur fromthe listeners, and a sudden | ook of
interest entered Aton's eyes. 'There wasn't anything said of this before.
How did you go about it?

"Wll,' said Faro, 'the idea cane to Yinot and nyself |ong ago, and
we' ve been working it out in our spare tine. Yinmot knew of a | ow one-story
house down in the city wth a donmed roof -- it had once been wused as a
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museum | think. Anyway, we bought it --

"Where did you get the noney?' interrupted Aton perenptorily.

"Qur bank accounts,' grunted Yinmot 70. 'It cost two thousand credits.'
Then, defensively, 'Well, what of it? Tonorrow, two thousand credits will be
two thousand pieces of paper. That's all.’

"Sure.' agreed Faro. 'W bought the place and rigged it up with bl ack
velvet from top to bottomso as to get as perfect a Darkness as possi bl e.
Then we punched tiny holes in the ceiling and through the roof and covered

them with little netal caps, all of which could be shoved aside
simultaneously at the close of a switch. At |east we didn't do that part
ourselves; we got a carpenter and an electrician and sone others -- noney

didn't count. The point was that we could get the light to shine through
those holes in the roof, so that we could get a starlike effect.

Not a breath was drawn during the pause that followed. Aton said
stiffly, 'You had no right to nake a private --

Faro seened abashed. '|I know, sir -- but frankly, Yinot and | thought
the experinment was a little dangerous. If the effect really worked, we half
expected to go mad -- from what Sheerin says about all this, we thought that

would be rather likely. W wanted to take the risk ourselves. O course if
we found we could retain sanity, it occurred to us that we mght devel op
imunity to the real thing, and then expose the rest of you the sanme way.
But things didn't work out at all -- '

"Wy, what happened?

It was Yinot who answered. 'We shut ourselves in and allowed our eyes
to get accustoned to the dark. It's an extrenely creepy feeling because the
total Darkness makes you feel as if the walls and ceiling are crushing in on
you. But we got over that and pulled the switch. The caps fell away and the
roof glittered all over with little dots of light --

"Wl ?

"Wll -- nothing. That was the whacky part of it. Nothing happened. It
was just a roof with holes in it, and that's just what it |ooked 1like. W
tried it over and over again -- that's what kept wus so late -- but there

just isn't any effect at all.’

There foll owed a shocked silence, and all eyes turned to Sheerin, who
sat notionl ess, nouth open.

Therenon was the first to speak. 'You know what this does to this whole
theory you've built up, Sheerin, don't you? He was grinning with relief.

But Sheerin raised his hand. 'Now wait a while. Just let me think this
through.' And then he snapped his fingers, and when he lifted his head there
was neither surprise nor uncertainty in his eyes. 'O course --

He never finished. From sonewhere up above there sounded a sharp cl ang,
and Beenay, starting to his feet, dashed up the stairs with a 'Wat the
devil!'

The rest followed after.

Thi ngs happened quickly. Once up in the donme, Beenay cast one horrified
glance at the shattered photographic plates and at the nan bending over
them and then hurled hinself fiercely at the intruder, getting a death grip
on his throat. There was a wild threshing, and as others of the staff joined
in, the stranger was swal |l owed up and snothered under the weight of half a
dozen angry nen.

Aton cane up last, breathing heavily. 'Let hi mup!

There was a reluctant unscranbling and the stranger, panting harshly,
with his clothes torn and his forehead bruised, was hauled to his feet. He
had a short yellow beard curled elaborately in the style affected by the
Cultists. Beenay shifted his hold to a collar grip and shook the man
savagely. "Al'l right, rat, what's the idea? These plates --

"I wasn't after them' retorted the Cultist <coldly. 'That was an
acci dent .

Beenay followed his glowering stare and snarled, '|I see. You were after
the caneras thensel ves. The accident with the plates was a stroke of |uck
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for you, then. |If you had touched Snapping Bertha or any of the others, you
woul d have died by slowtorture. As it is -- ' He drew his fist back

At on grabbed his sleeve. 'Stop that! Let hi m go!

The young technician wavered, and his armdropped reluctantly. Aton
pushed hi m aside and confronted the Cultist. 'You' re Latimer, aren't you?

The Cultist bowed stiffly and indicated the symbol upon his hip. I am
Latimer 25, adjutant of the third class to his serenity, Sor 5.'

"And' -- Aton's white eyebrows lifted -- 'you were with his serenity
when he visited ne | ast week, weren't you?

Lati ner bowed a second tine.

"Now, then, what do you want?

"Not hi ng that you woul d give nme of your own free will.'

"Sor 5 sent you, | suppose -- or is this your own idea?

"I won't answer that question.

"WIl there be any further visitors?

"I won't answer that, either.

Aton glanced at his tinmepiece and scowmed. 'Now, nman, what is it your
master wants of me? | have fulfilled nmy end of the bargain.'

Latinmer snmiled faintly, but said nothing.

‘"I asked him' continued Aton angrily, 'for data only the Cult could
supply, and it was given to nme. For that, thank you. In return | promised to
prove the essential truth of the creed of the Cult.

'"There was no need to prove that,' canme the proud retort. It stands
proven by the Book of Revelations.'

"For the handful that <constitute the Cult, yes. Don't pretend to

m stake ny neaning. | offered to present scientific backing for your
beliefs. And | did!"’

The Cultist's eyes narrowed bitterly. 'Yes, you did -- wth a fox's
subtlety, for your pretended expl anati on backed our beliefs, and at the sane
time renoved all necessity for them You nade of the Darkness and of the
Stars a natural phenonmenon and renoved all its real significance. That was
bl aspheny. '

"If so, the fault isn't mine. The facts exist. Wat can | do but state
t henf?'

"Your "facts" are a fraud and a del usion.

Aton stanped angrily. 'How do you know?'

And the answer canme with the certainty of absolute faith. 'I know'
The director purpled and Beenay whispered urgently. Aton waved him
silent. ' And what does Sor 5 want us to do? He still thinks. | suppose, that

intrying to warn the world to take nmeasures agai nst the nenace of madness,
we are placing innunerable souls in jeopardy. W aren't succeeding, if that
means anything to him'

'"The attenpt itself has done harm enough, and your vicious effort to
gain information by nmeans of your devilish instrunents nust be stopped. W
obey the will of the Stars, and | only regret that ny clunsiness prevented
me from w ecking your infernal devices.'

"It wouldn't have done you too nmuch good,' returned Aton. 'All our
data, except for the direct evidence we intend collecting right now is
already safely cached and well beyond possibility of harm' He sniled
grimy. "But that does not affect your present status as an attenpted
burglar and crininal.

He turned to the nmen behind him 'Soneone call the police at Saro
Cty.'

There was a cry of distaste from Sheerin. 'Damm it, Aton, what's w ong
with you? There's no tinme for that. Here' -- he hustled his way forward --
‘let me handle this.'

Aton stared down his nose at the psychologist. 'This is not the tine

for your nonkeyshines, Sheerin. WIIl you please et nme handle this nmy own

way? Ri ght now you are a conpl ete outsider here, and don't forget it.'
Sheerin's nouth twisted eloquently. 'Now why should we go to the

i mpossi bl e trouble of calling the police -- with Beta's eclipse a matter of
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m nutes from now -- when this young man here is perfectly willing to pledge
his word of honor to remain and cause no troubl e what soever?

The Cultist answered pronptly, 'I will do no such thing. You're free to
do what you want, but it's only fair to warn you that just as soon as | get
my chance I'mgoing to finish what | came out here to do. If it's nmy word of
honor you're relying on, you'd better call the police.'

Sheerin smiled in a friendly fashion. 'You're a determined cuss, aren't
you? Well, 1'll explain sonething. Do you see that young man at the w ndow?
He's a strong, husky fellow, quite handy with his fists, and he's an
out si der besides. Once the eclipse starts there will be nothing for himto

do except keep an eye on you. Besides him there will be nyself -- alittle
too stout for active fisticuffs, but still able to help.'

"Well, what of it?" demanded Latiner frozenly.

"Listen and I'Il tell you,' was the reply. 'Just as soon as the eclipse
starts, we're going to take you, Therenon and |, and deposit you in a little

closet with one door, to which is attached one giant |ock and no w ndows.
You will remain there for the duration.'

"And afterward,' breathed Latiner fiercely, '"there'll be no one to |let
me out. | know as well as you do what the comng of the Stars neans -- |
know it far better than you. Wth all your mnds gone, you are not likely to
free nme. Suffocation or slow starvation, is it? About what | mght have
expected froma group of scientists. But | don't give ny word. It's a matter
of principle, and I won't discuss it further.'

At on seened perturbed. H s faded eyes were troubl ed.

"Real ly, Sheerin, locking him-- "

"Please!' Sheerin notioned himinpatiently to silence. 'l don't think
for a nonent things will go that far. Latiner has just tried a clever little
bluff, but |I'mnot a psychologist just because | like the sound of the
word.' He grinned at the Cultist. 'Come now, vyou don't really think I'm
trying anything as crude as slow starvation. My dear Latiner, if | lock you

in the closet, you are not going to see the Darkness, and you are not going
to see the Stars. It does not take nmuch know edge of the fundanental creed
of the Cult to realize that for you to be hidden from the Stars when they

appear nmeans the loss of your imortal soul. Now, | believe you to be an
honorable man. |I'I|l accept your word of honor to make no further effort to
di srupt proceedings, if you'll offer it.'

A vein throbbed in Latinmer's tenple, and he seened to shrink wthin
hinself as he said thickly, 'You have it!' And then he added wth sw ft
fury. "But it is my consolation that you will all be dammed for your deeds
of today.' He turned on his heel and stalked to the high three-I|egged stoo
by the door.

Sheerin nodded to the columist. 'Take a seat next to him Therenon --
just as a formality. Hey, Therenon!'

But the newspaperman didn't nove. He had gone pale to the |Ilips. 'Look
at that!' The finger he pointed toward the sky shook, and his voice was dry
and cracked.

There was one sinultaneous gasp as every eye followed the pointing
finger and, for one breathless nonent, stared frozenly.

Bet a was chi pped on one si de!

The tiny bit of encroaching blackness was perhaps the width of a
fingernail, but to the staring watchers it magnified itself into the crack
of doom

Only for a nonent they watched, and after that there was a shrieking
confusion that was even shorter of duration and which gave way to an orderly
scurry of activity -- each man at his prescribed job. At the crucial nonent
there was no tine for enotion. The nen were nerely scientists wth work to
do. Even Aton had nelted away.

Sheerin said prosaically. 'First contact nust have been nade fifteen
mnutes ago. Alittle early, but pretty good considering the wuncertainties
involved in the calculation.' He |ooked about him and then tiptoed to
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Therenon, who still remmined staring out the wi ndow, and dragged hi m away
gently.

"Aton is furious,' he whispered, 'so stay away. He missed first contact
on account of this fuss with Latimer, and if you get in his way he'll have

you thrown out the w ndow. '
Therenon nodded shortly and sat down. Sheerin stared in surprise at
hi m

"The devil, man,' he exclainmed, 'you' re shaking.'
"Eh?' Therenon licked dry lips and then tried to snmile. 'l don't fee
very well, and that's a fact.'

The psychol ogi st's eyes hardened. 'You're not |osing your nerve?
"No!" cried Therenon in a flash of indignation. 'Gve ne a chance, wl|

you? | haven't really believed this rigmarole -- not way down beneath,
anyway -- till just this minute. Gve ne a chance to get used to the idea.
You' ve been preparing yourself for two nonths or nore.'

"You're right, at that,' replied Sheerin thoughtfully. 'Listen! Have
you got a family -- parents, wife, children?

Therenon shook his head. 'You nean the Hideout, | suppose. No, Yyou
don't have to worry about that. | have a sister, but she's two thousand
mles away. | don't even know her exact address.

"Wll, then, what about yourself? You' ve got tine to get there, and
they're one short anyway, since | left. After all, you re not needed here,

and you'd make a darned fine addition --
Therenon |ooked at the other wearily. '"You think I'mscared stiff,

don't you? Well, get this, mster. |I'ma newspaperman and |'ve been assigned
to cover a story. | intend covering it.'

There was a faint snmle on the psychologist's face. 'I see.
Pr of essi onal honor, is that it?

"You mght call it that. But, man. 1'd give ny right armfor another

bottle of that sockeroo juice even half the size of the one you bogged. If
ever a fellow needed a drink, | do.'

He broke off. Sheerin was nudging him violently. 'Do you hear that?
Li sten!’

Therenmon foll owed the notion of the other's chin and stared at the
Cultist, who, oblivious to all about him faced the w ndow, a |ook of wld
elation on his face, droning to hinself the while in singsong fashion

"What's he saying?' whispered the col umist.

"He's quoting Book of Revelations, fifth chapter,' replied Sheerin.
Then, urgently, 'Keep quiet and listen, | tell you.

The Cultist's voice had risen in a sudden increase of fervor: ' "And it
cane to pass that in those days the Sun, Beta, held lone vigil in the sky

for ever |longer periods asthe revolutions passed; until such tine as for
full half a revolution, it alone, shrunken and cold, shone down upon Lagash

" "And men did assenble in the public squares and in the highways,
there to debate and to marvel at the sight, for a strange depression had
seized them Their mnds were troubled and their speech confused, for the
soul s of nen awaited the com ng of the Stars.

" "And in the city of Trigon, at high noon, Vendret 2 cane forth and
said unto the nen of Trigon, 'Lo, ye sinners! Though ye scorn the ways of

ri ghteousness, yet wll the time of reckoning come. Even now the Cave
approaches to swal | ow Lagash; yea, and all it contains.'

" "And even as he spoke the |ip of the Cave of Darkness passed the edge
of Beta so that to all Lagash it was hidden fromsight. Loud were the cries

of men as it vanished, and great the fear of soul that fell upon them

" "It cane to pass that the Darkness of the Cave fell upon Lagash, and
there was no light on all the surface of Lagash. Men were even as blinded,
nor could one man see his neighbor, though he felt his breath upon his face.

" "And in this blackness there appeared the Stars, in countless
nunbers, and to the strains of nusic of such beauty that the very | eaves of
the trees cried out in wonder.

" "And in that noment the souls of nmen departed fromthem and their
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abandoned bodi es becane even as beasts; yea, even as brutes of the wild; so
that through the bl ackened streets of the cities of Lagash they prow ed with
wild cries.

" "Fromthe Stars there then reached down the Heavenly Flane, and where
it touched, the cities of Lagash flaned to utter destruction, so that of man
and of the works of man nought renmi ned.

'Even then -- " '

There was a subtle change in Latinmer's tone. Hi s eyes had not shifted,
but sonmehow he had becone aware of the absorbed attention of the other two.
Easily, without pausing for breath, the tinbre of his voice shifted and the
syl | abl es becane nore |iquid.

Therenon, caught by surprise, stared. The words seened on the border of
famliarity. There was an elusive shift in the accent, a tiny change in the

vowel stress; not hi ng nmore -- yet Latimer had becone t hor oughl y
uni ntel ligible.
Sheerin snmled slyly. 'He shifted to sone old-cycle tongue, probably

their traditional second cycle. That was the | anguage in which the Book of
Revel ations was originally witten, you know.'

‘"It doesn't matter; |'ve heard enough.' Therenon shoved his chair back
and brushed his hair back with hands that no | onger shook. 'I feel nuch
better now. '

"You do?' Sheerin seenmed mldly surprised.

"I'"ll say | do. | had a bad case of jitters just a while back
Li stening to you and your gravitation and seeing that eclipse start al nost
finished me. But this' -- he jerked a contenptuous thunb at the
yel | owbearded Cultist -- '"this is the sort of thing nmy nurse used to tel
me. |'ve been laughing at that sort of thing all ny life. I"'mnot going to
let it scare me now.'

He drew a deep breath and said with a hectic gaiety, '"But if | expect

to keep on the good side of nyself. I'mgoing to turn nmy chair away fromthe
wi ndow. '
Sheerin said, 'Yes, but you'd better talk lower. Aton just lifted his

head out of that box he's got it stuck into and gave you a |l ook that should
have killed you.'

Therenon nade a mouth. '|I forgot about the old fellow' Wth el aborate
care he turned the chair fromthe w ndow, cast one distasteful |ook over his
shoul der, and said, 'It has occurred to ne that there nust be considerabl e

imunity against this Star madness.

The psychol ogist did not answer inmrediately. Beta was past its zenith
now, and the square of bloody sunlight that outlined the w ndow upon the
floor had lifted into Sheerin's lap. He stared at its dusky color
thoughtfully and then bent and squinted into the sun itself.

The chip in its side had grown to a black encroachment that covered a
third of Beta. He shuddered, and when he strai ghtened once nore his florid
cheeks did not contain quite as nuch color as they had had previously.

Wth a smle that was al nost apol ogetic, he reversed his chair also.
"There are probably two mllion people in Saro City that are all trying to
join the Cult at once in one gigantic revival.' Then, ironically. 'The Cult
is in for an hour of unexanpled prosperity. | trust they'll make the npst of
it. Now, what was it you said?

"Just this. How did the Cultists nanage to keep the Book of Revel ations
going fromcycle to cycle, and how on Lagash did it get witten in the first
pl ace? There mnmust have been some sort of immnity, for if everyone had gone
mad, who would be left to wite the book?

Sheerin stared at his questioner ruefully. 'Well, now, young man, there
isn't any eyew tness answer to that, but we've got a few damed good notions
as to what happened. You see. there are three kinds of people who m ght
remain relatively unaffected. First, the very few who don't see the Stars at
all: the seriously retarded or those who drink thenselves into a stupor at
the beginning of the eclipse and remain so to the end. W | eave themout --
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because they aren't really w tnesses.

"Then there are children below six, to whomthe world as a whole is too
new and strange for themto be too frightened at Stars and Darkness. They
woul d be just another item in an already surprising world. You see that,
don't you?

The ot her nodded doubtfully. 'l suppose so.

"Lastly, there are those whose nminds are too coarsely grained to be
entirely toppled. The very insensitive would be scarcely affected -- oh,
such people as sone of our ol der, work-broken peasants. Well, the children

would have fugitive nmenories, and that, conmbined with the confused,
i ncoherent babblings of the half-mad norons, formed the basis for the Book
of Revel ati ons.

"Naturally, the book was based, in the first place, on the testinony of
those least qualified to serve as historians; that is, children and norons;
and was probably edited and re-edited through the cycles.'

‘Do you suppose,' broke in Therenon, ‘'that they carried the book
through the cycles the way we're planning on handing on the secret of
gravitation?

Sheerin shrugged. 'Perhaps, but their exact nethod is uninportant. They
do it, sonehow. The point | was getting at was that the book can't help but
be a mass of distortion, even if it is based on fact. For instance, do you
renenber the experinment with the holes in the roof that Faro and Yinot tried
-- the one that didn't work?

"Yes.'

"You know why it didn't w-- ' He stopped and rose in alarm for Aton
was approaching, his face a twisted nmask of consternation. 'Wuat's
happened?’

Aton drew him aside and Sheerin could feel the fingers on his el bow
twi tching

"Not so loud!" Aton's voice was low and tortured. 'I've just gotten

word fromthe Hideout on the private line.
Sheerin broke in anxiously. 'They are in trouble?

‘"Not they.' Aton stressed the pronoun significantly. 'They sealed
thensel ves off just a while ago, and they're going to stay buried till day
after tonmorrow. They're safe. But the city. Sheerin -- it's a shanbles. You
have no idea -- ' He was having difficulty in speaking.

"Wl ? snapped Sheerin inpatiently. '"Wat of it? It will get worse.

What are you shaki ng about?' Then, suspiciously, 'How do you feel?

Aton's eyes sparked angrily at the insinuation, and then faded to
anxi ety once nore. 'You don't understand. The Cultists are active. They're
rousing the people to storm the OCbservatory -- pronising themimediate
entrance into grace, prom sing them salvation, promsing them anything. Wat
are we to do, Sheerin?

Sheerin's head bent, and he stared in |ong abstraction at his toes. He
tapped his chin with one knuckle, then | ooked up and said crisply, 'Do? Wat
is there to do? Nothing at all. Do the men know of this?

"No, of course not!'

" Good! Keep it that way. How long till totality?

‘Not quite an hour.'

"There's nothing to do but ganble. It will take tine to organize any
really formidable nob, and it will take nore time to get themout here.
W're a good five miles fromthe city --

He gl ared out the wi ndow, down the slopes to where the farmed patches
gave way to clunps of white houses in the suburbs; down to where the

metropolis itself was a blur on the horizon -- a nist in the wani ng bl aze of
Bet a.

He repeated without turning. 'It will take time. Keep on working and
pray that totality conmes first.'

Beta was cut in half, the 1line of division pushing a slight concavity
into the still-bright portion of the Sun. It was |ike a gigantic eyelid

shutting slantwi se over the light of a world.
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The faint clatter of the roomin which he stood faded into oblivion,
and he sensed only the thick silence of the fields outside. The very insects
seened frightened nute. And things were dim

He junped at the voice in his ear. Therenon said. 'ls sonething wong?

"Eh? Er -- no. Get back to the chair. W're in the way.' They slipped
back to their comer, but the psychologist did not speak for a tinme. He
lifted a finger and |oosened his collar. He twi sted his neck back and forth
but found no relief. He | ooked up suddenly.

"Are you having any difficulty in breathing?

The newspaperman opened his eyes wide and drewtw or three |ong
breaths. 'No. Wy?'

"Il looked out the w ndowtoo long, | suppose. The dinmess got ne.
Difficulty in breathing is one of the first synptons of a claustrophobic
attack. '

Therenon drew anot her long breath. "Well, it hasn't got nme yet. Say,
here's another of the fell ows.'

Beenay had interposed his bulk between the light and the pair in the
corner, and Sheerin squinted up at himanxiously. 'Hello, Beenay.'

The astrononer shifted his weight to the other foot and smiled feebly.
"You won't mind if | sit down awhile and join in the talk? My caneras are
set, and there's nothing to do till totality.' He paused and eyed the
Cultist, who fifteen mnutes earlier had drawn a snall, skin-bound book from
his sl eeve and had been poring intently over it ever since.

"That rat hasn't been making trouble, has he?

Sheerin shook his head. His shoul ders were thrown back and he frowned
his concentration as he forced hinself to breathe regularly. He said, 'Have
you had any troubl e breathing, Beenay?

Beenay sniffed the air in his turn. "It doesn't seemstuffy to ne.’

"A touch of claustrophobia,' explained Sheerin apol ogetically.

"Chhh! It worked itself differently with ne. | get the inpression that
my eyes are going back on me. Things seemto blur and -- well, nothing is
clear. And it's cold, too.

"Ch, it's cold, all right. That's no illusion.' Therenon grimced. 'M
toes feel as if |1've been shipping them cross-country in a refrigerating
car.'

"What we need,' put in Sheerin, 'is to keep our mnds busy wth
extraneous affairs. | was telling you a while ago, Therenon, why Faro's
experinments with the holes in the roof came to nothing.

"You were just beginning,' replied Therenon. He encircled a knee with
both arns and nuzzled his chin against it.

"Wll, as | started to say, they were msled by taking the Book of
Revel ations literally. There probably wasn't any sense in attaching any
physical significance to the Stars. It might be, you know, that in the
presence of total Darkness, the mnd finds it absolutely necessary to create
light. This illusion of light mght be all the Stars there really are.'

"In other words,' interposed Therenon, 'you nmean the Stars arc the
results of the nmadness and not one of the causes. Then, what good will
Beenay' s phot ographs be?’

"To prove that it is an illusion, nmaybe; or to prove the opposite; for
all 1 know. Then again --

But Beenay had drawn his chair closer, and there was an expression of
sudden enthusiasm on his face. 'Say, I'm glad you two got onto this
subject.' H's eyes narrowed and he lifted one finger. 'I've been thinking
about these Stars and |I've got a really cute notion. OF course it's strictly
ocean foam and |1'mnot trying to advance it seriously, but | think it's

interesting. Do you want to hear it?

He seened half reluctant, but Sheerin | eaned back and said, 'Go ahead!
I"mlistening.'

"Wl l, then, supposing there were other suns in the universe.' He broke
off a little bashfully. 'l mean suns that are so far away that they're too
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dim to see. It sounds as if I've been reading some of that fantastic
fiction, | suppose.'

"Not necessarily. Still, isn't that possibility elininated by the fact
that, according to the Law of Gavitation, they would nake thenselves
evident by their attractive forces?

"Not if they were far enough off,' rejoined Beenay, 'really far off --

maybe as nuch as four light years, or even nore. W'd never be able to
detect perturbations then, because they'd be too small. Say that there were
a lot of suns that far off; a dozen or two, maybe.'

Therenon whistled nelodiously. 'Wiat an idea for a good Sunday

suppl enent article. Two dozen suns in a universe eight |ight years across.
Ww That woul d shrink our world into insignificance. The readers would eat
it up.'

"Only an idea,' said Beenay with a grin, 'but you see the point. During
an eclipse, these dozen suns woul d becone visi bl e because there'd be no rea
sunlight to drown themout. Since they're so far off, they'd appear small,
like so many little marbles. OF course the Cultists talk of mllions of
Stars, but that's probably exaggeration. There just isn't any place in the
uni verse you could put a mllion suns -- unless they touch one another.

Sheerin had listened with gradually increasing interest. 'You've hit
sonet hing there, Beenay. And exaggeration is just exactly what woul d happen
Qur m nds, as you probably know, can't grasp directly any nunber higher than
five; above that there is only the concept of "many". A dozen would becone a
mllion just like that. A damm good i dea!

"And |'ve got another cute little notion,' Beenay said. 'Have you ever
thought what a sinple problem gravitation would be if only you had a
sufficiently sinmple systenf Supposing you had a universe in which there was
a planet with only one sun. The planet would travel in a perfect ellipse and
the exact nature of the gravitational force would be so evident it could be
accepted as an axiom Astrononmers on such a world would start off wth
gravity probably before they even invented the telescope. Naked-eye
observation woul d be enough.

"But would such a systembe dynamically stable? questioned Sheerin
doubtful ly.

"Sure! They call it the "one-and-one" case. It's been worked out
mat hematically, but it's the philosophical inplications that interest ne.'

‘"It's nice to think about,' admitted Sheerin, 'as a pretty abstraction
-- like a perfect gas, or absolute zero.

"OfF course,' continued Beenay, 'there's the catch that life would be
i mpossi bl e on such a planet. It wouldn't get enough heat and light, and if
it rotated there would be total Darkness half of each day. You couldn't
expect life -- which is fundanmentally dependent upon light -- to develop
under those conditions. Besides --

Sheerin's chair went over backward as he sprang to his feet in a rude
interruption. 'Aton's brought out the |ights.'

Beenay said, 'Huh,' turned to stare, and then grinned hal fway around
his head in open relief.

There were half a dozen foot-long, inch-thick rods cradled in Aton's
arms. He glared over them at the assenbled staff nenbers.

"Get back to work, all of you. Sheerin, cone here and help ne!’

Sheerin trotted to the older man's side and, one by one, in utter
silence, the two adjusted the rods in nakeshift metal hol ders suspended from
the walls.

Wth the air of one carrying through the nobst sacred item of a
religious ritual, Sheerin scraped a large, clumsy match into spluttering
life and passed it to Aton, who carried the flame to the upper end of one of
t he rods.

It hesitated there awhile, playing futilely about the tip, until a
sudden, crackling flare cast Aton's lined face into yellow highlights. He
wi thdrew the match and a spontaneous cheer rattled the w ndow.

The rod was topped by six inches of wavering flanme! Methodically, the
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other rods were lighted, until six independent fires turned the rear of the
room yel | ow.

The light was dim dimrer even than the tenuous sunlight. The flanes
reeled crazily, giving birth to drunken, swayi ng shadows. The torches snoked
devilishly and snelled like a bad day in the kitchen. But they entted
yel l ow |ight.

There was sonething about yellow light, after four hours of sonber,
dimming Beta. Even Latiner had lifted his eyes fromhis book and stared in
wonder .

Sheerin warned his hands at the nearest, regardless of the soot that
gathered upon themin a fine, gray powder, and nuttered ecstatically to
himsel f. 'Beautiful! Beautiful! | never realized before what a wonderfu
color yellowis.'

But Therenon regarded the torches suspiciously. He winkled his nose at
the rancid odor and said, 'Wat are those things?

"Whod,' said Sheerin shortly.

"Ch, no, they're not. They aren't burning. The top inch is charred and
the flanme just keeps shooting up out of nothing.

"That's the beauty of it. This is areally efficient artificial-light
mechani sm We nmade a few hundred of them but nost went to the Hi deout, of
course. You see' -- he turned and w ped his blackened hands wupon his
handkerchief -- '"you take the pithy core of <coarse water reeds, dry them
thoroughly, and soak themin aninal grease. Then you set fire to it and the
grease burns, little by little. These torches will burn for alnobst half an
hour w thout stopping. Ingenious, isn't it? It was devel oped by one of our
own young nmen at Saro University.

After the nonmentary sensation, the done had quieted. Latiner had
carried his chair directly beneath a torch and continued reading, |ips
moving in the nonotonous recital of invocations to the Stars. Beenay had
drifted away to his caneras once nore, and Therenon seized the opportunity
to add to his notes on the article he was going to wite for the Saro City
Chronicle the next day -- a procedure he had been following for the last two
hours in a perfectly nethodical, perfectly conscientious and, as he was well
aware, perfectly neaningless fashion. But, as the gleam of anusenent in
Sheerin's eyes indicated, careful note-taking occupied his mnd wth
sonet hing other than the fact that the sky was gradually turning a horrible
deep purple-red, as if it were one gigantic, freshly peeled beet; and so it
fulfilled its purpose.

The air grew, sonehow, denser. Dusk, like a palpable entity, entered
the room and the dancing circle of yellow Ilight about the torches etched
itself into ever-sharper distinction against the gathering grayness beyond.
There was the odor of snoke and the presence of little chuckling sounds that
the torches nade as they burned; the soft pad of one of the nmen circling the
tabl e at which he worked, on hesitant tiptoes; the occasional indrawn breath
of soneone trying to retain conposure in a world that was retreating into
t he shadow.

It was Therenmon who first heard the extraneous noise. It was a vague,
unor gani zed i npressi on of sound that woul d have gone unnoticed but for the
dead silence that prevailed within the done.

The newsman sat upright and replaced his notebook. He held his breath
and listened; then, with considerable reluctance, threaded his way between
the sol arscope and one of Beenay's caneras and stood before the w ndow.

The silence ripped to fragnents at his startled shout: ' Sheerin!

Wor k st opped! The psychol ogi st was at his side in a nonent. Aton joined
him Even Yinmot 70, high in his little | ean-back seat at the eyepiece of the
gigantic sol arscope, paused and | ooked downwar d.

Qut side, Beta was a nere snoldering splinter, taking one |ast desperate
| ook at Lagash. The eastern horizon, in the direction of the city, was | ost
in Darkness, and the road from Saro to the Cbservatory was a dull-red |ine
bordered on both sides by wooded tracts, the trees of which had sonehow | ost
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individuality and nerged into a continuous shadowy nass.

But it was the highway itself that held attention, for along it there
surged another, and infinitely nenaci ng, shadowy nass.

Aton cried in a cracked voice, 'The madmen fromthe city! They've
cone!"

"How long to totality? demanded Sheerin.

"Fifteen mnutes, but . . . but they'lIl be here in five.'

"Never mnd, keep the men working. We'll hold them off. This place is
built like a fortress. Aton, keep an eye on our young Cultist just for |uck
Therenmon, conme with ne.'

Sheerin was out the door, and Therenon was at his heels. The stairs
stretched below themin tight, circular sweeps about the central shaft,
fading into a dank and dreary grayness.

The first momentum of their rush had carried themfifty feet down, so
that the dim flickering yellow from the open door of the done had
di sappeared and both above and bel ow the sanme dusky shadow crushed in upon
t hem

Sheerin paused, and his pudgy hand clutched at his chest. His eyes
bul ged and his voice was a dry cough. 'l can't . . . breathe . . . Go down .

yourself. Close all doors -- '

Therenon took a few downward steps, then turned.

"WAit! Can you hold out a minute? He was panting hinself. The air
passed in and out his lungs like so nuch nolasses, and there was a little
germ of screeching panic in his nind at the thought of wmaking his way into
the nysterious Darkness bel ow by hinself.

Therenon, after all, was afraid of the dark

"Stay here,' he said. I'lIl be back in a second.' He dashed upward two
steps at a time, heart pounding -- not altogether fromthe exertion --
tunmbled into the dome and snatched a torch fromits holder. It was

foul -smelling, and the snoke smarted his eyes alnost blind, but he clutched
that torch as if he wanted to kiss it for joy, and its flane streaned
backward as he hurtled down the stairs again.

Sheerin opened his eyes and mobaned as Therenon bent over him Therenon
shook himroughly. "All right, get a hold on yourself. W' ve got |ight.

He held the torch at tiptoe height and, propping the tottering
psychol ogist by an elbow, nade his way downward in the niddle of the
protecting circle of illum nation.

The offices on the ground floor still possessed what |ight there was,
and Therenon felt the horror about himrel ax.

'"Here,' he said brusquely, and passed the torch to Sheerin. 'You can
hear them outside.’

And they could. Little scraps of hoarse, wordless shouts.

But Sheerin was right; the Observatory was built like a fortress.
Erected in the last century, when the neo-Gavottian style of architecture
was at its ugly height, it had been designed for stability and durability
rather than for beauty.

The wi ndows were protected by the grillwork of inch-thick iron bars
sunk deep into the concrete sills. The walls were solid nasonry that an
eart hquake coul dn't have touched, and the main door was a huge oaken slab
rein -- forced with iron. Therenon shot the bolts and they slid shut with a
dul | cl ang.

At the other end of the corridor, Sheerin cursed weakly. He pointed to
the | ock of the back door which had been neatly jimmed into usel essness.

' That rmust be how Latinmer got in,' he said.

"Wll, don't stand there,' cried Therenon inpatiently. 'Help drag up
the furniture -- and keep that torch out of nmny eyes. The snoke's killing
ne. '

He sl ammed the heavy table up against the door as he spoke, and in two
m nutes had built a barricade which made up for what it |acked in beauty and
symmetry by the sheer inertia of its massiveness.

Sonewhere, dimy, far off, they could hear the battering of naked fists
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upon the door; and the screans and yells fromoutside had a sort of half
reality.

That nob had set off fromSaro City wth only two things in mnd: the
attai nnment of Cultist salvation by the destruction of the Chservatory, and a
maddening fear that all but paralyzed them There was no tine to think of
ground cars, or of weapons, or of |eadership, or even of organization. They
made for the Qobservatory on foot and assaulted it with bare hands.

And now that they were there, the last flash of Beta, the last ruby-red
drop of flane, flickered feebly over a humanity that had left only stark,
uni versal fear!

Therenon groaned, 'Let's get back to the done!'’

In the done, only Yinot, at the solarscope, had kept his place. The rest
were clustered about the caneras, and Beenay was giving his instructions in
a hoarse, strained voice

"Cet it straight, all of you. 1'm snapping Beta just before totality
and changing the plate. That will |eave one of you to each canera. You al
know about . . . about tines of exposure -- '

There was a breathl ess nmurnmur of agreenent.

Beenay passed a hand over his eyes. 'Are the torches still burning?
Never mind, | see thenl' He was |eaning hard against the back of a chair.
"Now renenber, don't. . . don't try to | ook for good shots. Don't waste tine

trying to get t-two stars at atinme in the scope field. One is enough. And
and if you feel yourself going, get away fromthe canera.'

At the door, Sheerin whispered to Therenon, 'Take nme to Aton. | don't
see him'

The newsnan did not answer immediately. The vague fornms of the
astronomers wavered and blurred, and the torches overhead had becone only
yel | ow spl ot ches

"It's dark,' he whinpered.

Sheerin held out his hand. 'Aton.' He stunbled forward. 'Aton!'

Therenon stepped after and seized his arm '"Wit, I'll take vyou.'
Sonehow he nmade his way across the room He closed his eyes against the
Dar kness and his mind against the chaos within it.

No one heard themor paid attention to them Sheerin stunbled agai nst
the wall. 'Aton!'

The psychol ogist felt shaking hands touching him then withdraw ng, a

voice nuttering, 'ls that you, Sheerin?
"Aton!' He strove to breathe nornally. 'Don't worry about the nob. The
place will hold them off.

Latiner, the Cultist, rose to his feet, and his face twisted in
desperation. H's word was pledged, and to break it would nean placing his
soul in nortal peril. Yet that word had been forced fromhimand had not
been given freely. The Stars would cone soon! He could not stand by and
allow -- And yet his word was pl edged.

Beenay's face was dimy flushed as it |ooked upward at Beta's |last ray,
and Latiner, seeing himbend over his camera, made his decision. His nails
cut the flesh of his palns as he tensed hinself.

He staggered crazily as he started his rush. There was nothi ng before
hi m but shadows; the very fl oor beneath his feet |acked substance. And then
soneone was upon him and he went down with clutching fingers at his throat.

He doubl ed his knee and drove it hard into his assailant. 'Let me up or
"1l kill you.'

Theremon cried out sharply and nuttered through a blinding haze of
pai n. ' You doubl e-crossing rat!

The newsnan seened conscious of everything at once. He heard Beenay
croak, 'lI've got it. At your caneras, nen!' and then there was the strange
awar eness that the last thread of sunlight had thinned out and snapped.

Si nul t aneously he heard one | ast choking gasp from Beenay, and a queer
little cry from Sheerin, a hysterical giggle that cut off in a rasp -- and a
sudden silence, a strange, deadly silence from outside.
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And Latinmer had gone linp in his | oosening grasp. Therenon peered into
the Cultist's eyes and saw the blankness of them staring upward, mrroring
the feeble yellow of the torches. He saw the bubble of froth upon Latiner's
lips and heard the | ow animal whinper in Latiner's throat.

Wth the slow fascination of fear, he lifted hinself on one arm and
turned his eyes toward the bl ood-curdling bl ackness of the w ndow.

Through it shone the Stars!

Not Earth's feeble thirty-six hundred Stars visible to the eye; Lagash
was in the center of a giant cluster. Thirty thousand m ghty suns shone down
in a soul-searing splendor that was nore frighteningly cold in its awful
indifference than the bitter wind that shivered across the <cold, horribly
bl eak worl d.

Therenon staggered to his feet, his throat, constricting him to
breat hl essness, all the nuscles of his body withing in an intensity of
terror and sheer fear beyond bearing. He was going nad and knew it, and
sonmewhere deep inside a bit of sanity was screamng, struggling to fight off
the hopel ess flood of black terror. It was very horrible to go mad and know
that you were going nmad -- to knowthat in alittle mnute you would be here
physically and yet all the real essence would be dead and drowned in the
bl ack madness. For this was the Dark -- the Dark and the Cold and the Doom
The bright walls of the universe were shattered and their awful bl ack
fragnments were falling down to crush and squeeze and obliterate him

He jostled soneone crawling on hands and knees, but stunbled sonehow
over him Hands groping at his tortured throat, he |linped toward the flane
of the torches that filled all his mad vision

"Light!"' he screaned.

Aton, somewhere, was crying, whinpering horribly like a terribly
frightened child. 'Stars -- all the Stars -- we didn't know at all. W
didn't know anything. W thought six stars in a universe is sonmething the
Stars didn't notice is Darkness forever and ever and ever and the walls are
breaking in and we didn't know we couldn't know and anything --

Sonmeone clawed at the torch, and it fell and snuffed out. In the
instant, the awful splendor of the indifferent Stars | eaped nearer to them

On the horizon outside the window, in the direction of Saro Cty, a
crimson gl ow began grow ng, strengthening in brightness, that was not the
gl ow of a sun.

The I ong ni ght had cone again.

(1941)
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