THIRD FROM THE SUN

By Richard Matheson

Escaping a known danger is highly advisable...if you can know the unknown danger ahead!

An A\NN/A Preservation Edition.
Notes

HIS EY ES were open five seconds before the alarm was set to go off. There was no effort in waking.
It was sudden. Coldly conscious, he reached out hisleft hand in the dark and pushed in the stop. The
alarm glowed a second, then faded.

At hisside, hiswife put her hand on hisarm.
“Did you degp?’ he asked.

“No, did you?’

“Alittle” hesaid. “Not much.”

Shewasslent for a few seconds. He heard her throat contract. She shivered. He knew what she
was going to say.

“We'redill going?’ she asked.

He twisted his shoulders on the bed and took a deep breath.

“Yes” hesad, and felt her fingerstighten on hisarm.

“What timeisit?’ she asked.

“About five”

“WEe d better get ready.”

“Yes, we'd better.”

They made no move.

“Y ou' re sure we can get on the ship without anyone noticing?’ she asked.
“They think it' sjust another test flight. Nobody will be checking.”

Shedidn’t say anything. She moved alittle closer to him. He felt how cold her skin was.
“I'mafraid,” shesaid.

Hetook her hand and held it in atight grip. “Don’'t be,” he said. “We |l be safe.”
“It' sthe children I’'m worried about.”

“WE |l be safe,” he repeated.

She lifted hishand to her lipsand kissed it gently.



“All right,” shesaid.

They both sat up in the darkness. He heard her stand. Her night garment rustled to the floor. She
didn’'t pick it up. She stood ill, shivering in the cold morning air.

“Y ou're sure we don’t need anything else with us?” she asked.
“No, nothing. | have dl the supplieswe need in the ship. Anyway...”
“Whet?’

“We can't carry anything past the guard,” he said. “He hasto think you and the kids are just coming
to see me off.”

SHE began dressing. He threw off the covering and got up. He went across the cold floor to the
closet and dressed.

“I'll get the children up,” shesad, “if they aren’t dready.” He grunted, pulling clothes over his head.
At the door she stopped. “Are you sure—" she began.

“Hm?’

“Won't the guard think it’ sfunny that... that our neighbors are coming down to see you off, too?’
He sank down on the bed and fumbled for the clasps on his shoes.

“WEe |l haveto take that chance.” he said. “We need them with us”

She sighed. “1t seems so cold. So calculating.”

He straightened up and saw her silhouette in the doorway.

“What else can we do?’ he asked tensely. “We can't interbreed our own children.”

“No,” shesaid. “It'sjudt...”

“Just what?’

“Nothing, darling. I'm sorry.”

She closed the door. Her footsteps disappeared down the hal. The door to the children’sroom
opened. He heard their two voices. A cheerlesssmileraised hislips. You' d think it was aholiday, he

thought.

He pulled on his shoes. At least the kids didn’t know what was happening. They thought they were
going to take him down to the field. They thought they’ d come back and tell dl their schoolmates. They
didn’t know they’ d never come back.

He finished clasping his shoes and stood up. He shuffled over to the bureau and turned on the light.
Helooked a himsdlf inthe mirror. It was odd, such an undistinguished looking man planning this.

Cold. Calculating. Her wordsfilled hismind again. Wéll, there was no other way. In afew years,
probably less, the whole planet would go up with a blinding flash. Thiswas the only way out. Escaping,
darting al over again with afew people on anew planet.

He sared at the reflection.



“There sno other way,” he said.
He glanced around the bedroom.

Good-by, this part of my life. Turning off the lamp waslike turning off alight in hismind. He closed
the door gently behind him and did hisfingers off the worn handle.

His son and daughter were going down the ramp. They were talking in mysterious whispers. He
shook hishead in dight amusemen.

Hiswifewaited for him. They went down together, holding hands.
“I'mnot afraid, darling,” shesad. “It’ll bedl right.”
“Sure” hesad. “Sureit will.”

They dl went in to eat. He sat down with his children. Hiswife poured out juice for them. Then she
went to get the food.

“Help your mother, doll,” hetold his daughter. She got up.
“Pretty soon, haah, pop?’ hisson said. * Pretty soon, haah?’

“Takeit easy,” he cautioned. “Remember what | told you. If you say aword of it to anybody, I'll
haveto leave you behind.”

A dish shattered on the floor. He darted a glance at hiswife. Shewas staring a him, her lips
trembling.

She averted her eyes and bent down. She fumbled at the pieces, picked up afew. Then she dropped
them dl, stood up and pushed them againgt the wall with her shoe.

“Asif it mattered,” she said nervoudy. “Asif it mattered whether the placeis clean or not.”
The children were watching her in surprise.
“What isit?’ asked the daughter.

“Nothing, darling, nothing,” she said. “I’m just nervous. Go back to the table. Drink your juice. We
haveto eat quickly. The neighborswill be here soon.”

“Pop, why are the neighbors coming with us?’ asked his son.
“Because,” he said vaguely. “ Because they want to. Now forget it. Don't talk about it so much.”

THE room was quiet. Hiswife brought over their food and set it down. Only her footsteps broke the
slence. The children kept glancing at each other, at their father. He kept hiseyes on his plate. The food
tasted thick and flat in his mouth and he fdlt his heart thudding against thewall of hischest. Last day. This
isthelast day. It fdt likeaslly, dangerous plan.

“You'd better eat,” hetold hiswife.

She sat down and began to eat mechanicaly, without enthusiasm. Suddenly the door buzzer sounded.
The edting utensi| skidded out of her nerveless fingers and clattered on the floor. He reached out quickly
and put his hand on hers.

“All right, darling,” hesaid. “1t'sdl right.” He turned to the children. “ Go answer the door,” hetold



them.
“Both of us?’ his daughter asked.
““Both of you.”
“But...”
“Doasl say.”
They did off their chairs and | eft the room, glancing back at their parents.

When the diding door shut off their view, he turned back to hiswife. Her face was pae and tight; she
had her lip’s pressed together.

“Darling, please,” he said. “Please. Y ou know | wouldn’t take you if | wasn't sureit was safe. You
know how many times|’ve flown the ship before. And | know just where we' re going. It's safe. Believe
me, it ssafe”

SHE pressed his hand against her cheek. She closed her eyes and large tears ran out under her lids
and down her cheeks.

“It'snot that S0 m-much,” shesaid. “It'sjust... leaving, never coming back. We ve been here dl our
lives Itisn'tlike... like moving. We can't come back. Ever.”

“Listen, darling,” hisvoice was tense and hurried, “you know aswell as| do. In amatter of years,
maybe |ess, there' s going to be another war, aterrible one. Therewon’t be athing left. We haveto
leave. For our children, for ourselves...”

He paused, testing the words in hismind.

“For the future of lifeitsdf,” he finished weekly. He was sorry he said it. Early on a prosaic morning,
over everyday food, that kind of talk didn’t sound right. Even if it wastrue.

“Just don't beafraid,” hesaid. “Wel bedl right.”
She squeezed hishand.
“I know,” shesaid quigtly. “I know.”

There were footsteps coming toward them. He pulled out atissue and gave it to her. She hagtily
dabbed at her face.

The door did open. The neighbors and their son and daughter came in. The children were excited.
They had trouble keeping it down.

“Good morning,” the neighbor said.

The neighbor’ swife went to hiswife and the two of them went over by thewindow and talked in low
voices. The children stood around, fidgeted, and looked nervoudy at each other.

“You ve eaten?’ he asked his neighbor.
“Yes” hisneighbor said. “Don’t you think we' d better be going?’

“| suppose s0,” he said.



They left dl the dishes on thetable. Hiswife went upstairs and got outer garments for the family.
He and hiswife stayed on the porch amoment while the rest went out to the ground car.
“Should welock the door?’ he asked.

She amiled hdplesdy and ran ahand through her hair. She shrugged helplesdly. “ Does it matter?’
He locked the door and followed her down the walk. She turned as he came up to her.
“It'sanice house,” she murmured.

“Don't think about it,” he said.

They turned their backs on their home and got in the ground car.

“Didyou lock it?" asked the neighbor.

“yes”

The neighbor smiled wryly. “So did we,” he said. “I tried not to, but then | had to go back.”

They moved through the quiet streets. The edges of the sky were beginning to redden. The neighbor’s
wife and the four children werein back. Hiswife and the neighbor were in front with him.

“Going to beaniceday,” said hisneighbor.

“| suppose s0,” he said.

“Have you told your children?’ the neighbor asked softly.

“Of course not.”

“I haven't, | haven't,” indsted hisneighbor. “1 was just asking.”

“Oh”

They rodein slenceawhile.

“Do you ever get thefeding that we're... running out?’ asked the neighbor.
Hetightened. “No,” he said. “No! We re the ones who were run out on—all of us.”
“I guessit’sbetter not to talk about it,” his neighbor said hadtily.

“Much better,” he said.

Asthey drove up to the guardhouse at the gate, he turned to the back.

“Remember,” he said, “not aword from any of you.”

THE guard, deepy and not caring much, recognized him right away asthe chief test pilot for the new
ship. That was enough. The family was coming down to watch him off, he told the guard. No objection.
The guard let them drive to the ship’ s platform.

The car stopped under the huge columns. They al got out and stared up.

Far above them, its nose pointed toward the sky, the great metal ship was just beginning to reflect the
early morning glow.



“Let’sgo,” hesad. “Quickly.”

Asthey hurried toward the ship’ s eevator, he stopped for amoment to look back. The guard house
looked deserted. He looked around at everything and tried to fix it al in hismemory.

He bent over and picked up some dirt. He put it in his pocket.
“Good-bye,” he whispered.
Heran to the devator.

The doors shut in front of them. There was no sound in the rising cubicle but the hum of the motor and
afew sdf-conscious coughs from the children. He looked down at them. To haveto leave so young, he
thought, unableto help.

He closed his eyes. Hiswife' shand rested on hisarm. Helooked at her. Their eyes met and she
gmileda him.

“And | thought it would be difficult,” she whispered.

The elevator shuddered to astop. The doors did open and they went out. It was getting lighter. He
hurried them aong the enclosed platform.

They dl climbed through the narrow doorway in the ship’s Side. He hesitated before following them.
He wanted to say something fitting the moment. It burned in him to say something fitting the moment.
Therewasn't athing to say.

HE SWUNG in and grunted as he pulled the door shut and turned the whed tight.
“That'sit,” hesaid. “Come on, everybody.”
Their footsteps echoed on the metal decks and ladders as they went up to the control room.

The children ran to the ports and |ooked out. They gasped when they saw how high they were. Their
mothers stood behind them, looking down at the ground. Their eyes were frightened. The children’ swere
not.

“So high,” said hisdaughter.
He patted her head gently. “So high,” he repeated.

Then he, turned abruptly and went over to the instrument panel. He stood there, hesitantly. He heard
someone come up behind him.

“Shouldn’t wetdl the children?’ asked hiswife. “ Shouldn’t we let them know it stheir last look?’
“Go ahead,” hesaid.

Hewaited to hear her footsteps. There were none. He turned. She kissed him on the cheek. Then she
went to tell the children.

Hethrew over the switch. Degp in the belly of the ship, a spark ignited thefuel. A concentrated rush
of gasflooded from the vents. The bulkheads began to shake.

He heard his daughter crying. Hetried not to listen, extended atrembling hand toward the lever, then
glanced back suddenly. They were dl staring a him. He put his hand on the lever and threw it over.



The ship quivered abrief second and then they fdt it rush along the smooth incline. It flashed into the
air, faster and faster. They dl heard the wind rushing past.

He watched the children turn to the ports and look out again.
“Good-bye,” they said.

He sank down wearily &t the control panel. Out of the corner of his eye he saw his neighbor sit down
next to him.

“Y ou know just where we' re going?’ his neighbor asked.

“On that chart there.”

His neighbor looked at the chart. His eyebrowswiggled in surprise.
“Another solar sysem?”’

“That’ sright. There' sa planet there with an oxygen atmosphere that can support our kind of life.
WEe |l probably haveit al to oursalves. No hatred. No war.”

“Well besafe,” hisneighbor said. “ And the race will be safe.”

He nodded and looked back at hisand his neighbor’ sfamily. They were till staring out the ports.
“I sad,” hisneighbor repested, “which one of these planetsisit?’

Heleaned over the chart, pointed. “ That smal onethere,” he said.

“Thisone, third from the sun?’

“That’sright,” he said. “The green planet with the sngle moon.”
The End.
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