






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































just the possibility that I could make good my threat they'll lay 
off the strong arm stuff. You'll see." 

But in this matter Marlowe was right and Kingsley wrong, as 
events soon showed. 



CHAPTER ELEV .EN 

T H E  H Y D RO G E N  ROC K E T S  

Kingsley was roused from sleep about three hours later. 
"Sorry to waken you, Chris, but something important has 

happened," said Harry Leicester. When he was satisfied that 
Kingsley was sufficiently alert he went on: 

"There's a call from London for Parkinson." 
"They're certainly not wasting much time." 
"We can't let him take it, can we� It'd be taking too big a nsk." 
Kingsley was quiet for a few moments. Then, evidently making 

up his mind : 
"I think we must take the risk, Harry, but we'll stand over him 

while he t akes the call. In fact we'll make sure that he doesn't give 
anything away. The point is this. Although I've no doubt that 
the long arm of Washington could extend as far as Nortonstowe, 
I can't believe that our Government can relish being told what to 
do on their own territory. Therefore we start with the advantage 
of some sympathy from our own people. If we stop Parkinson 
answering the call we cancel that advantage straight away. Let's 
go along and see him." 

When they had wakened Parkinson and told him of the call, 
Kingsley s aid: 

"Look here, P arkinson, I'm going to do some plain speaking. 
By our own lights we've played this game pretty clean so far. It's 
true that we made a lot of conditions when we came here, and 
we've insisted on those conditions being honoured. But in return 
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we've quite genuinely supplied your people with the best in­
formation we had. Again it's true that we haven't always been 
right, but the reason for our mistakes is now only too clear. The 
Americans set up a corresponding establishment and this was run 
on the politicians' terms not on the scientists' terms, and the amount 
of information that came from that establishment was less than it 
has been from Nortonstowe. In fact, you know very well that 
but for our information the death roll in recent months would 
have been even vaster than it is." 

"Where is all this leading, Kingsley, 
"I'm simply showing you that however much it might at times 

have seemed otherwise we've played very straight. We've played 
straight even to the extent of revealing the real nature of the Cloud, 
and of passing on the information we've received from it. But 
where I do dig my toes in is at the thought of losing valuable com­
munication time. We can't expect that the Cloud is going to give 
endless time to talking to us, it's got bigger fish to fry. And I'm 
emphatically not going to let what time we can get go by in 
political chit-chat if I can help it. We've got too much still to 
learn. Besides, if the politicians started up with their Geneva stuff 
and arguing about agendas, it's more than likely that the Cloud 
would sign off altogether. It's not going to waste its time talking 
to gibbering idiots." 

"I never cease being .flattered at your opinion of us. But I still 
don't see where this is leading." 

"It's leading to this. London is calling you, and we' re going to 
be there when you answer. If you breathe a word of doubt 
over my suggestion of an alliance between us and the Cloud I'll 
hit you over the head with a spanner. Come on, let's get it 
over. 

It turned out that Kingsley had misjudged the situation some­
what. All the Prime Minister really wanted to know from 



THE HYDROGEN RO CKETS 2 I I  

Parkinson was whether in  his opinion there was any doubt th at 
the Cloud could obliterate a continent ifit really wished. Parkinson 
was in no difficulty over his answer. He answered quite genuinely 
and without hesitation that he had every reason to believe that it 
could. This satisfied the Prime Minister, and after a few unrelated 
remarks he went off the air. 

"Very odd," said Leicester to Kingsley after Parkinson had 
returned to bed. 

"Too much Clausewitz," he went on. "They're only interested 
in fire power." 

"Yes, it's apparently never occurred to them that anybody 
might possess an overwhelming weapon and still decline to use it." 

"Particularly in a c ase like this." 
"What d'you mean, Harryl" 
"Well, isn't it axiomatic that any non-human intelligence must 

be evil ?" 
"I suppose it is. Now I come to think ofit, ninety-nine per cent 

of stories about non-human intelligences treat 'em as being 
entirely villainous. I'd always supposed that was because it's so 
difficult to invent a really convincing villain, but perhaJ?S it may 
run deeper." 

"Well, people are always frightened of what they don't under­
stand, and I don't suppose the political boys have understood much 
of what's been going on. Still you'd think that they'd have 
realised that we' re on pretty matey terms with Old Joe, wouldn't 
you! " 

"Unless they've interpreted it as evidence of a devil's compact." 

The first move of the U.S. Government after Kingsley's threat, 
and after London had confirmed the Cloud's potential destructive 
power, was to give overriding priority to the building of a one 
centimetre transmitter and receiver of the Nortonstowe design 
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(which thanks to the information supplied by Nortonstowe at an 
earlier date was available to them). So excellent was American 
technical ability that the work was finished in an extremely short 
time. But the outcome was wholly disappointing. The Cloud 
did not reply to the American transmissions, nor were any 
messages that the Cloud addressed to Nortonstowe intercepted. 
There were two distinct reasons for these failures. Failure to 
intercept was due to a serious technical difficulty. Once com­
munication between the Cloud and Nortonstowe became con­
versational there was no need for a very rapid transmission of 
information, as for instance there had been during the period when 
the Cloud was learning of our human scientific knowledge and 
cultural patterns. This enabled transmission band widths to be 
greatly reduced, which was desirable from the Cloud's point of 
view, since interference with messages from other galactic deni­
zens was thereby vastly lessened. Indeed so narrow was the band 
width and so low was the power used in the transmissions that the 
Americans were quite unable to discover the correct exact wave­
length on which interception might have been achieved. The 
reason why the Cloud did not reply to the American transmissions 
was simpler. The Cloud would not reply unless a correctly coded 
signal was transmitted at the beginning of a message, and the U.S. 
Government did not possess the code. 

Failure at communication led to other plans being followed. 
The nature of these plans came as a shock to Nortonstowe. News 
of them came through Parkinson, who rushed one afternoon into 
Kingsley's office. 

"Why are there so many fools in the world 1" he exclaimed in a 
rather wild tone. 

"Good, you've seen the light at last, have you 1" was Kingsley's 
comment. 

"And you're among them, Kingsley. Now we're in an in-
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credible mess, thanks to your imbecility combined with the cretin 
wits of Washington and Moscow." 

"Here, P arkinson, have a cup of coffee and calm down !" 
"To hell with a cup of coffee. Listen to this. Let's go back to the 

situation of 1958 before anybody had ever heard of the Cloud. 
You remember the arms race, with the U.S. and the Soviets com­
peting furiously to see who could produce an intercontinental 
rocket first, all fitted up with hydrogen war heads of course ? And 
as a scientist you'll realise that to fire a rocket six or seven thousand 
miles from one point of the Earth's surface to another is much the 
same problem as to fire a rocket right off the Earth altogether out 
into space." 

"�arkinson, you're not trying to tell me . . . .  " 
"I'm telling you that work in the U.S. and in Russia on this 

problem has advanced much further than the British Government 
realised. We've only learned about it in the last day or two. We 
only learned of it when both the U.S. Government and the Soviets 
announced that they've fired off rockets, fired them at the Cloud." 

"The incredible fools. When did this happen 1" 
"Within the last week. Apparently there's been an undercover 

competition that we knew nothing about. The U.S. has been 
trying to outdo the Soviets and vice versa of course. They' re 
reckoning to show each other what they can do, quite apart from 
killing the Cloud." 

"We'd better get Marlowe, Leicester and Alexandrov along and 
see what we can manage to salvage from the wreck." 

McNeil happened to be talking to Marlowe, so he joined the 
group when they assembled. After Parkinson had gone over his 
story again Marlowe said: 

"It's happened. This is what I feared when I blew up at you the 
other day, Chris." 

"You mean you foresaw thist" 
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"Oh, not this exactly, so far as the details go. I'd no idea of 

how far they'd got with their miserable rockets. But I felt in my 
bones that something of this sort would happen. You see you' re 
too logical, Chris. You don't understand people." 

"How many of these rockets have been sent !" asked Leicester. 
"As far as our information goes, upwards of a hundred from 

the U.S. and perhaps fifty or so from the Russians." 
"Well, I don't see that it's so important," Leicester remarked. 

"The energy in a hundred hydrogen bombs may seem a lot to us, 
but its surely only microscopic compared to the energy in the 
Cloud. I should have thought that this business is sillier than 
trying to kill a rhino with a tooth-pick." 

Parkinson shook his head. 
"As I understand it they' re not trying to blow the Cloud to 

pieces, they're trying to poison it !" 
"Poison it ! Howl" 
"With radio-active materials. You heard the Cloud describe 

what could happen if radio-active materials penetrate its screen. 
They got all that from the Cloud's own statements." 

"Yes, I suppose a few hundred tons of highly radio-active stuff 
might be a different story." 

"Radio-active particles start ionisation in wrong place. Dis­
charges, more ionisation, and whole bloody works goes sky high," 
said Alexandrov. 

Kingsley nodded. 
"The point goes back to the old business of us working on D.C. 

and the Cloud on A.C. To work an A.C. system high voltages 
are necessary. We don't have high voltages in the body, and that's 
of course why we're obliged to work on D.C. But the Cloud 
must have high voltages in order to operate its A.C. communi­
cation over big distances. And if there are high voltages, a few 
electrified particles in the wrong places among insulating material 
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can cause a devil of a mess, as Alexis says. Incidentally, Alexis, 
what's your feeling about it all !" 

The Russian was even briefer than was his usual wont. 
"Don't like," he said. 
"What's about the Cloud screen ? Won't that prevent the stuff 

going through?" Marlowe asked. 
"I think that's where the nasty part of the plan comes in," 

Kingsley answered. "The screen probably works on gas not on 
solids, so it won't stop the rockets. And there won't be any 
radiative material until they explode, and I expect the idea is that 
they won't explode until they get through the screen." 

Parkinson confirmed this. 
"That's right," he said. "They' re set to home on any substantial 

solid body. So they'll go straight for the Cloud's neurological 
centres. At least that's the idea." 

Kingsley got up and paced the room, talking as he walked. 
"Even so, it's a mad-dog scheme. Consider the objections. 

First, it may not work, or suppose it works just enough to annoy 
the Cloud seriously but not to kill it. Then come the reprisals. 
The whole of life on the Earth might be wiped out with as little 
compunction as we would have in swatting a fly. The Cloud 
never sounded to me to have any real enthusiasm for life on 
planets." 

"But it always sounded pretty reasonable in discussions," cut 
in Leicester. 

"Yes, but its outlook might be changed by a fierce headache. 
In any case I can't believe that discussions with us have occupied 
more than a tiny fraction of the Cloud's whole brain. It's probably 
doing a thousand and one other things at the same time. No, I 
don't think we've the slightest reason to believe that it's going to 
be nice about it. And that's only the first risk. There'll be an 
equally grave risk even if they're successful in killing the Cloud. 
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The break-up of its neurological activity is bound to lead to the 
most terrifying outbursts-what we might call death throes. 
From a terrestrial point of view the amount of energy held at the 
Cloud's disposal is simply colossal. In the event of sudden death all 
this energy will be released, and once again our chance of survival 
will be remote in the extreme. It'll be like being shut in a stable 
with a thrashing elephant, only incomparably worse-to use an 
Irishism. Finally and overwhelmingly, if the Cloud is killed and 
we are lucky enough to survive against all the probabilities, we'll 
have to live permanently with a disk of gas around the Sun. And 
as everyone knows that's not going to be pleasant. So whichever 
way you look, it seems impossible to understand this business. Do 
you understand the psychology of it, Parkinson 1" 

"Curiously enough I believe I do. As Geoff Marlowe was saying 
a few moments ago, you always argue logically, Kingsley, and it's 
not logic you need now, it's an understanding of people. Let's 
take your last point first. From what we've learned from the 
Cloud we've every reason to believe that it's going to stay around 
the Sun for somewhere between fifty and a hundred years. 
To most people that is as good as saying that it is staying per­
manently." 

"It's not the same thing at all. In fifty years there'll be a con­
siderable change of the Earth's climate, but it won't be the same 
overwhelming change that'll take place if the Cloud were to stay 
here permanently." 

"I'm not doubting it. What I'm saying is that to the great 
majority of people what happens after fifty years, or a hundred 
years if you like, isn't of the slightest consequence. And I'll deal 
with your other two points by admitting the grave risks that 
you've mentioned." 

"Then you admit my argument." 
"I admit nothing of the sort. Under what circumstances would 
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you follow a policy that involved great risks? No, don't try to 
answer. I'll tell you. The answer is that you would follow a 
dangerous policy if all alternatives seemed worse." 

"But the alternatives are not worse. There was the alternative of 
doing nothing, and that would have involved no risk." 

"There would have been the risk of you becoming dictator of 
the world !" 

"Catfish, man ! I'm not the stuff dictators are made from. My 
only aggressive trait is that I can't suffer fools. Do I look like a 
dictaton" 

"You do, Chris," said Marlowe. "Not to us, you don't," he 
continued hastily lest Kingsley should burst apart, "but to 
Washington you probably do. When a man starts talking to them 
as if they were backward schoolboys, and when it seems if that 
same man possesses untold physical power, why then you can't 
blame them for jumping to conclusions." 

"And there's another reason why they would never reach any 
other conclusion," added Parkinson. "Let me tell you the story of 
my life. I went to the right sort of schools, prep school and public 
school. In these schools the brightest boys are usually encouraged 
to study the Classics and, although it shouldn't be I that say so, 
that's what happened to me. I won a scholarship to Oxford, did 
reasonably well there, and found myself at the age of twenty-one 
with a head stuffed full of unmarketable knowledge, or at any rate 
unmarketable unless you're very clever indeed, and I wasn't that 
clever. So I entered the Administrative Civil Service, which course 
led me by stages to my present position. The moral of my life story 
is that I got into politics quite by accident, not by design. This 
happens with others too-I'm not unique and don't aspire to be. 
But we accidental fishes are very much in the minority and we 
don't usually occupy the most influential offices. The great 
majority of politicians are where they are because they want to be, 
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because they like the limelight, because they like the idea of ad­
ministering the masses." 

"This is indeed a confession, Parkinson !" 
"Now do you see my pointi" 
"I'm beginning to see through a glass darkly. You mean that 

the mental make-up of a leading politician is likely to be such that 
he couldn't dream it possible that anyone could find the prospect 
of becoming a dictator wholly unpalatable." 

"Yes, I can see it all, Chris," Leicester grinned. "Graft every­
where, executions just for the laughs, no wife or daughter safe. I 
must say I'm glad I'm in on this." 

"In on it ?'' said the Russian in some surprise. "Likely to get 
throat cut." 

"Yes, Alexis, we'll not go into that just now ! " 
"Some things are getting a little clearer, Parkinson." Kingsley 

went on pacing. "I still don't understand, however, why the 
prospect of us dictating to the world, ridiculous as we know it 
to be, should seem a worse alternative than this dreadful course 
they've actually taken." 

"To Kremlin losing power worst thing," said Alexis. 
"Alexis puts it in a nutshell as usual," answered Parkinson. 

"Losing power, utterly and completely, is the most dreadful 
prospect that a politician can think of. It overshadows everything 
else." 

"Parkinson, you shock me. I mean it. Heaven knows I think 
little enough of politicians but I cannot conceive of even the 
meanest person setting his personal ambitions above the fate of 
the whole species." 

"Oh, my dear Kingsley, how you fail to understand your fellow 
men ! You know the biblical phrase 'Let not your right hand 
know what you left hand doeth'. Do you realise what that means, 
It means keeping your ideas in nice little watertight compartments, 
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never letting them interact and contradict each other. It means 
that you can go to church one d ay a week and sin away the other 
six. Don't imagine that anyone sees these rockets as a potential 
extinction for humanity. Not on your life. It's r ather the other 
way round, a bold stroke against an invader that has already des­
troyed whole communities and brought even the strongest nations 
near to disaster. It is a defiant answer of determined democracies 
to the threats of a potential tyrant. Oh, I'm not laughing, I'm 
being quite serious. And don't forget Harry Leicester's 'no wife 
or daughter safe'. There's a bit of that in it too." 

"But this is wholly ridiculous !" 
"To us, yes. To them, no. It's only too easy to read your own 

state of mind into what other people say." 
"Frankly, Parkinson, I think this business must have shaken you 

out of all good sense. It c an't be as bad as you think. There's one 
point that proves it. How did you come to hear about these 
rockets ! From London, didn't you say1" 

"It was from London." 
"Then obviously there's some decency there." 
"I'm sorry to disappoint you, Kingsley. It's true that I can't 

wholly prove my point, but I suggest that this information would 
never have reached us if the British Government had been in a 
position to join the U.S. and the Soviets. You see, we have no 
rockets to launch. Perhaps you realise that this country is less 
likely to suffer than others from your presumed rise to world 
domination. Whatever we like to pretend, Britain is sliding 
steadily and rapidly down the ladder of world power. Perhaps it 
wouldn't be an altogether bad thing for the British Government 
if they saw the U.S., the Soviets, China, Germany and the rest 
being made to toe the line by a group of men domiciled in Britain. 
Perhaps they feel that they will shine more strongly in your-or, 
if you prefer, our-reflected glory than they shine at present. 



220 THE BLACK CLOUD 

Perhaps indeed when it  comes to administrative matters they 
believe that they can hoodwink you into leaving the effective 
control in their hands." 

"Strange as it may seem, Parkinson, there have been ti.mes when 
I've persuaded myself that I am over-cynical." 

Parkinson grinned. 
"For once in your life, Kingsley, my dear fellow, I'll speak to 

you with a brutal frankness that should have been exercised on 
you many years ago. As a cynic you' re a dud, a wash-out, a mere 
playboy. At root, and I mean it quite seriously, you're a starry­
eyed idealist." 

Marlowe's voice cut in. 
"When you've finished analysing yourselves, don't you think 

we ought to give some consideration to what we ought to do l" 

"Like dam' Chekhov play," grunted Alexandrov. 
"But interesting, and not a little shrewd," said McNeil. 
"Oh, there's no difficulty about what we ought to do, Geoff. 

We've got to call the Cloud and tell it. That's the only thing to 
do from every point of view." 

"You're quite satisfied about that are you, Chris 1" 
"Surely there can't be any possible doubtl I'll put the more 

selfish reason first. We can probably avoid the danger of being 
wiped out, because the Cloud isn't likely to be wholly outraged 
if we warn it. But in spite of what Parkinson has been saying I 
still believe that I would do the same thing even if this motive 
didn't exist. Although it sounds queer and the word doesn't 
express what I really mean, I believe that it's the humane thing to 
do. But to be practical, this seems to me something that we ought 
to decide by agreement, or if we don't agree, then by a majority 
vote. We could probably talk about it for hours, but I imagine 
we've all been milling it over in our minds during the last hour. 
Suppose we take a snap vote just for the hell of it. Leicester l" 
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"I'm on." 
"Alexand.rov l" 
"Warn bastard. Will get throats cut all same." 
"Marlowe?" 
"Agreed." 
"McNeil l" 
"Yes." 
"Parkinson l" 
"Agreed." 
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"As a matter of interest, Parkinson, and in spite of a little more 
Chekhov, will you tell us why you agree? From the first day we 
met until this morning I got the impression that we were looking 
at each other from different sides of the fence." 

"We were, because I had a job to do, and I did it as loyally as I 
could. Today, as I see it, I was released from that old loyalty, 
which was overwritten by a larger, deeper loyalty. Perhaps I'm 
opening the way for the charge of starry-eyed idealist myself, but 
I happen to agree with all you said and implied about our duty 
to the human species. And I agree with what you said about the 
humane course of action." 

"So it's agreed that we call up the Cloud and acquaint it with 
the existence of these rockets l" 

"Ought we to consult some of the others, do you thinkl" 
Marlowe asked. 

Kingsley answered:  
"It may som1d very dictator-like to say no, Geoff, but I would 

be against any widening of this discussion. For one thing I believe 
that if we consulted everybody and a contrary decision was 
reached I would not accept it-there's the dictator for you all 
right. But there's also the point that Alexis mentioned, that we 
could only too easily end by getting our throats cut. So far, we've 
flouted all the recognised authorities, but we've done it in a half 
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humorous fashion. Any attempt to charge us with some legal 
offence would surely be laughed out of court. But this business 
is a very different kettle of fish. If we pass what I might call 
military information to the Cloud we' re taking an obviously grave 
responsibility, and I'm against too many people being called on to 
share that resposibility. I wouldn't like Ann to have any part in 
it, for instance." 

"What do you think, Parkinson?" asked Marlowe. 
"I agree with Kingsley. Remember that in point of fact we 

have no power at all. There's really nothing to stop the police 
coming and arresting us when they please. It is of course true that 
the Cloud might wish to support us, especially after this episode. 
But then again it might not, perhaps it may cease communication 
with the Earth altogether. We run the risk of being left with 
nothing but our bluff. As a bluff goes it's an extremely good one 
and it's not surprising that it's been swallowed so far. But we 
can't go on bluffmg for the rest of our lives. Furthermore, even 
if we can enlist the Cloud as ally there's still a vital flaw in our 
position. It sounds all very well to say 'I can wipe out the 
continent of America', but you know perfectly well that you 
never would. So in any case we're reduced to bluffmg." 

This view had a somewhat chilling influence on the company. 
"Then it's pretty obvious that we must keep this business of 

warning the Cloud as secret as we can. Obviously it oughtn't to 
go outside this meeting," remarked Leicester. 

"Secrecy isn't as easy as you imagine." 
"What d'you mean?" 
"You' re forgetting the information given me by London. It 

will be taken for granted in London that we' re going to inform 
the Cloud. That's all right so long as the bluff holds, but if it 
doesn't . . . .  " 

"Then if it's taken for granted, let's get on with it. We might 
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as well commit the crime if we're certain to receive the punish­
ment," remarked McNeil. 

"Yes, let's get on with it. We've done enough talking," said 
Kingsley. "Harry, you'd better prepare a recorded explanation of 
the whole affair. Then keep broadcasting it continuously. You 
needn't have any fear of it being picked up by anybody but the 
Cloud." 

"Well, Chris, I'd sooner you did the recording. You' re better 
at talking than I am." 

"Oh, all right. Let's get started." 
After fifteen hours of transmission a reply was received from 

the Cloud. Kingsley was sought out by Leicester. 
"It wants to know why we've allowed this to happen. It's not 

pleased about it." 
Kingsley went along to the transmitting lab., picked up a micro­

phone, and dictated the following reply: 
"This attack has nothing to do with us. I should have thought 

my previous message would have made that clear. You are aware 
of the essential facts concerning the organisation of human 
society, that it is split into a number of self-governing com­
munities, that no one group controls the activities of the others. 
You cannot therefore suppose that your arrival in the solar system 
is viewed by other groups in the same way that we view it. It 
might interest you to know that in sending our warning we are 
gravely risking our own safety, and perhaps even our lives." 

''Jesu ! You don't have to make it worse, do you, Chris ? You're 
not going to improve his temper with that sort of talk." 

"I don't see why not. In any case if we're in for reprisals we 
might as well have the luxury of some plain speaking." 

Marlowe and Parkinson came in. 
"You'll be glad to know that Chris has just been chalking the 

Cloud off," Leicester remarked. 
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"My God, does he have to wade in with the Aj ax-treatment ?" 
Parkinson gave Marlowe a long glance. 
' 'You know in a way this is remarkably like some of the ideas 

of the Greeks. They thought of Jupiter as travelling in a black 
cloud and hurling thunderbolts. Really that's pretty much what 
we've got." 

"It is a bit odd, isn't it ? As long as it doesn't end in a Greek 
tragedy for us." 

The tragedy was nearer than anyone supposed, however. 
The reply to Kingsley came in: 
"Message and arguments acknowledged. From what you say 

it is presumed that these rockets have not been launched from 
near your part of the E arth. Unless I hear from you to the con­
trary during the next few minutes I shall act on the decision I have 
reached. It may interest you to hear that I have decided to reverse 
the motions of the rockets relative to the Earth. In each case the 
direction of motion will be inverted, but the speed will be kept 
unchanged. This will be done at times when each rocket has been 
in flight for an exact number of days. Lastly when this has been 
done some slight perturbation will be added to the motions." 

When the Cloud had finished, Kingsley let out a thin whistle. 
"My God, what a decision," whispered Marlowe. 
"Sorry. I don't understand," admitted Parkinson. 
"Well, the reversing of the directions of motion means that the 

rockets will go back along their paths-all this relative to the 
Earth, you noticed." 

"You mean they'll hit the Earth !" 
"Of course, but that isn' • the end of it. If they' re turned round 

after an exact number of da.ys, they'll take an exact number of 
days to re-traverse their paths, so when they hit the Earth they'll 
hit the exact points they started out from." 

"Why is that preciselyi" 
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"Because after an exact number of days the Earth will be at the 
same stage of its rotation." 

"And what was the point of the 'relative to the Earth' business 1" 

"That makes sure that the Earth's motion around the Sun is 
allowed for," said Leicester. 

"And the Sun's motion around the Galaxy," added Marlowe. 
"So it means that those who sent the rockets will get 'em back 

again. Ye gods, it's the judgment of Solomon." 
Kingsley had listened to the conversation. Now he said : 
"There's one final little tit-bit for you, Parkinson: that point 

about slight perturbations being added, which means that we 
don't know exactly where they'll l and. We only know approxi­
mately within a few hundred miles, or perhaps within a thousand 
miles. I'm sorry about this, Geoff." 

Marlowe looked older than Kingsley ever remembered him. 
"It might have been worse; we can console ourselves with that, 

I suppose. Thank God America is a big country." 
"Well, it's the end of our idea of secrecy," remarked Kingsley. 

"I've never believed in secrecy and now I've got it thrown back 
in my face. That's another judgment of Solomon." 

"What d'you mean about it being the end of secrecy ," 
"Well, Harry, we must warn Washington. If a hundred 

hydrogen bombs are going to fall on the U.S. in the next couple 
of days, at least they'll be able to disperse the people in the big 
cities." 

"But if we do that we'll have the whole world about our ears!" 
"I know that. Even so, we must take the risk. What do you 

think, Parkinson," 
"I think you're right, Kingsley. We must warn them. But 

don't make any mistake, our position will be desperate in the 
extreme. We'll have to work that bluff or else . . . .  " 

"It's no good worrying about the mess until we get into it. The 
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first thing to do i s  to get through to Washington. I suppose we 
can depend on them to pass the information to the Russians." 

Kingsley switched on the ten centimetre transmitter. Marlowe 
came resolutely across to him. 

"This isn't going to be easy, Chris. If you don't mind I'd 
rather do it. And I'd rather do it by myself. It may get a bit 
undignified." 

"It'll probably be tough, Geoff, but if you feel you want to, 
then go ahead. We'll leave you to it, but remember we won't be 
far off if you need any help." 

Kingsley, Parkinson and Leicester left Marlowe alone to pass 
the message, a message containing an admission of the highest 
treason, as any terrestrial court would interpret treason. 

Marlowe was white and shaken when three-quarters of an hour 
later he rejoined the others. 

"They certainly weren't pleased about it," was all_he would say. 
The American and Russian Governments were even less 

pleased when two days later a hydrogen bomb wiped out the 
town of El Paso, and others landed, one in south-east Chicago, 
and another on the outskirts of Kiev. Although hurried attempts 
had been made in the U.S. to disperse all congested populations, 
dispersal was of necessity incomplete, and more than a quarter of 
a million people lost their lives. The Russian Government did 
not make any attempt to warn its people, with the consequence 
that casualties in the one Russian city exceeded the combined total 
in the two American cities. 

Lives lost through an 'act of God' are regretted, perhaps deeply 
regretted, but they do not arouse our wildest passions. It is other­
wise with lives that are forfeited through deliberate human 
agency. The word 'deliberate' is important here. One deliberate 
murder can produce a sharper reaction than ten thousand deaths 
on the roads. It will therefore be understood why the half million 
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fatalities caused by the hydrogen rockets impressed themselves 
more deeply on world governments than the far vaster disasters 
that had occurred in the period of great heat, and in the following 
period of great cold. These latter had been thought of as 'acts of 
God'. But in the eyes particularly of the United States Govern­
ment the hydrogen deaths were murder, murder on a gigantic 
scale, perpetrated by a small group of desperate men, who to 
gratify insatiable ambitions had allied themselves with the thing 
in the sky, men who were guilty of treason against the entire 
human species. From then onwards the principals at Norton­
stowe were marked men. 



CHAPTER T W E L V E  

N E W S  O F  D E P A R T U R E  

Paradoxically, although the episode of the hydrogen rockets had 
created a host of bitter and implacable enemies, in the short term 
the position of .Kingsley and his friends was greatly strengthened 
thereby. The reversing of the rockets had given terrible proof of 
the power of the Cloud. No one outside Nortonstowe now 
doubted that the Cloud would wreak terrible destruction if called 
upon to do so by the group at Nortonstowe. It was pointed out in 
Washington that even if there had been some doubt originally 
about the Cloud's willingness to take Kingsley's part, there could 
surely be none now, not if the Cloud had any conception of a 
quid pro quo. The possibility of wiping out Nortonstowe by the 
use of an intercontinental rocket was considered. Although the 
likelihood of strong objection by the British Government was 
disconnted, largely because the British Government's own 
position in the whole business was thought highly suspect, the 
scheme was soon abandoned. It was considered that the accuracy 
of delivery of such a rocket was inadequate for the purpose ; an 
abortive bombardment would, it was thought, lead to swift and 
dreadful retaliation. 

Perhaps equally paradoxically, the nndoubted strengthening of 
their bluff did not improve the spirits of the people at N ortonstowe 
or at least of those who were aware of the facts of the matter. 
Among these W eichart was now included. He had recovered 
from a severe attack of influenza that had prostrated him during 
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the critical days. Soon his enquiring mind unearthed the main 
facts of the case, however. One day he got into an argument with 
Alexandrov that the others found amusing. This was a r are 
occurrence. The early comparatively carefree days had gone now. 
They were never to return. 

"It looks to me as if those perturbations of the rockets must have 
been deliberately engineered," began W eichart. 

"Why do you say that, Dave1" asked Marlowe. 
"Well, the probability of three cities being hit by a hundred odd 

rockets moving at random is obviously very small. Therefore I 
conclude that the rockets were not perturbed at r andom. I think 
they must have been deliberately guided to give direct hits." 

"There's something of an objection to that," argued McNeil. 
"If the rockets were deliberately guided, how is it that only three 
of 'em found their targets ," 

"Maybe only three were guided, or maybe the guiding wasn't 
all that good. I wouldn't know." 

There was a derisive laugh from Alexandrov. 
"Bloody argument," he asserted. 
"What d'you mean 'bloody argument' ?" 
"Invent bloody argument, like this. Golf er hits ball. B all lands 

on tuft of grass-so. Probability ball landed on tuft very small, 
very very small. Million other tufts for ball to land on. Proba­
bility very small, very very very small. So golfer did not hit ball, 
ball deliberately guided on tuft. Is bloody argument. Yes I Like 
W eichart' s argument." 

This was the longest speech that any of them had heard from 
Alexandrov. 

W eichart was not to be budged. When the laugh had subsided 
he returned to his point. 

"It seems clear enough to me. If the things were guided they'd 
be far more likely to hit their targets than if they moved at r andom. 
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And since they did hit their targets i t  seems equally clear that they 
were more probably guided than that they were not." 

Alexandrov waved in a rhetorical gesture. 
"Is bloody, yes 1" 
"What Alexis means I think,'' explained Kingsley, "is that we 

are not justified in supposing that there were any particular 
targets. The fallacy in the argument about the golfer lies in 
choosing a particular tuft of grass as a target, when obviously 
the golfer didn't think of it in those terms before he made his 
shot." 

The Russian nodded. 
"Must say what dam' target is before shoot, not after shoot. 

Put shirt on before, not after event." 
"Because only prediction is important in science !" 
"Dam' right. W eichart predict rockets guided. All right, ask 

Cloud. Only way decide. Cannot be decided by argument." 
This brought their attention to a depressing circumstance. 

Since the affair of the rockets, all communications from the Cloud 
had ceased. And nobody had felt sufficiently self-confident to 
attempt to call it. 

"It doesn't look to me as if the Cloud would welcome such a 
question. It looks as if it's withdrawn in a huff,'' remarked 
Marlowe. 

But Marlowe was wrong, as they learned two or three days 
later. A surprising message was received saying that the Cloud 
would start moving away from the Sun in about ten days' time. 

"It's incredible," said Leicester to Parkinson and Kingsley. 
"Previously the Cloud seems to have been quite certain that it 
was staying for at least fifty years and perhaps for more than a 
hundred." Parkinson was worried. 

"I must say it's a grim prospect for us now. Once the Cloud has 
quit we're finished. There isn' t  a court of law in the world that 
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would support us. How long can we expect to maintain com­
munication with the Cloud1" 

"Oh, so far as the strengths of transmitters are concerned we 
could keep in touch for twenty years or more, even if the Cloud 
accelerates to a pretty high speed. But according to the Cloud's 
last message we shan't be able to maintain contact at all while it's 
accelerating. It seems as if electrical conditions will be pretty 
chaotic in its outer parts. There'll be far too much electrical 'noise' 
for communication to be possible. So we can't expect to get any 
messages across until the accelerating process stops, and that may 
take s�veral years." 

"Heavens, Leicester, you mean that we've got ten days more, 
and then we can do nothing for a number of years 1" 

"That's right." 
Parkinson groaned. 
"Then we're finished. What can we do 1" 
Kingsley spoke for the first time. 
"Nothing much probably. But at least we can find out why the 

Cloud has decided to push off. It seems to have changed its mind 
pretty drastically and there must be some strong reason for that. 
It ought to be worth trying to find out what it is. Let's see what 
it's got to say." 

"Maybe we won't get any reply at all," said Leicester gloomily. 
But they did get a reply: 
"The answer to your question is difficult for me to explain since 

it seems to involve a realm of experience about which neither I 
nor you know anything. On previous occasions we have not dis­
cussed the nature of human religious beliefs. I found these highly 
illogical, and as I gathered that you did too, there seemed no point 
in raising the subject. By and large, conventional religion, as many 
humans accept it, is illogical in its attempt to conceive of entities 
lying outside the Universe. Since the Universe comprises every-
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thing, it  i s  evident that nothing can lie outside it. The idea of a 
'god' creating the Universe is a mechanistic absurdity clearly 
derived from the making of machines by men. I take it that we 
are in agreement about all this. 

"Yet many mysterious questions remain. Probably you have 
wondered whether a larger-scale intelligence than your own 
exists. Now you know that it does. In a like fashion I ponder on 
the existence of a larger-scale intelligence than myself. There is 
none within the Galaxy, and none within other galaxies so far as 
I am yet aware. Yet there is strong evidence, I feel, that such an 
intelligence does play an overwhelming part in our existence. 
Otherwise how is it decided how matter shall behave , How are 
your laws of physics determined , Why those laws and no others ! 

"These problems are of outstanding difficulty, so difficult that 
I have not been able to solve them. What is clear however is that 
such an intelligence, if it exists, cannot be spatially or temporally 
limited in any way. 

"Although I say these problems are of extreme difficulty there 
is evidence that they can be solved. Some two thousand million 
years ago one of us claimed to have reached a solution. 

"A transmission was sent out making this claim, but before the 
solution itself was broadcast the transmission came to an abrupt 
end. Attempts were made to re-establish contact with the in­
dividual concerned, but the attempts were not successful. Nor 
could any physical trace of the individual be found. 

"The same pattern of events occurred again about four hundred 
million years ago. I remember it well, for it happened soon after 
my own birth, I remember receiving a triumphant message to 
say that a solution to the deep problems had been found. I waited 
with 'bated breath', as you would say, for the solutions, but once 
again none came. Nor again was any trace found of the individual 
concerned. 
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"This same sequence of events has just been repeated for a third 
time. It happens that the one who claimed the great discovery was 
situated only a little more than two light years from here. I am his 
nearest neighbour and it is therefore necessary for me to proceed 
to the scene without delay. This is the reason for my departure." 

Kingsley picked up a microphone. 
"What can you hope to discover when you reach the scene of 

whatever it is that has happened ? We take it that you are possessed 
of an ample reserve of foodi" 

The reply came: 
"Thank you for your concern. I do possess a reserve of food 

chemicals. It is not ample, but it should be sufficient, provided I 
travel at maximum speed. I have considered the possibility of 
delaying my departure for a number of years, but I do not think 
this justified in the circumstances. As regards what I hope to find, 
I hope to be able to settle an old controversy. It has been argued, 
not I think very plausibly, that these singular occurrences arise 
from an abnormal neurological condition followed by suicide. It 
is not unknown for a suicide to take the form of a vast nuclear 
explosion causing an entire disintegration of the individual. If 
this should have happened, then the failures to discover material 
traces of the individuals in these strange cases could be explained. 

"In the present instance it ought to be possible for me to put 
this theory to a decisive test, for the incident, whatever it may be, 
has occurred so nearby that I can reach the scene in only two or 
three hundred years. This is so short a time that the debris from 
the explosion, if there has been an explosion, should not have 
entirdy dispersed by then." 

At the end of this message Kingsley looked round the lab .. 
"Now, chaps, this is probably one of our last chances to ask 

questions. Suppose we make a list of them. Any suggestions ?" 
"Well, what can have happened to these johnnies, if they 
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haven't committed suicide 1 Ask i t  if  it's got any ideas on that," 
said Leicester. 

"And we'd also like to know whether it's going to leave the 
solar system in such a way as not to harm the Earth," remarked 
Parkinson. 

Marlowe nodded. 
"That's right. There seem to be three possible troubles : 
r .  That we get a blast from one of those gas bullets when the 

Cloud starts to accelerate. 
2. That we get mixed up with the Cloud and get our atmos­

phere ripped off. 
3 .  That we get roasted by too much heat, either from too much 

reflection of sunlight from the surface of the Cloud, as we 
had in the great heat, or from the energy liberated in the 
acceleration process." 

"Right-ho then. Let's put these questions." 
The Cloud's reply was more reassuring over Marlowe's 

questions than they had expected. 
"I have these points actively in mind," it said. "I am intending 

to provide a screen to protect the Earth during the early stages of 
the acceleration, which will be a great deal more violent than the 
deceleration that occurred when I came in. Without this screen 
you would be so severely scorched that all life on the Earth would 
undoubtedly be destroyed. It will, however, be necessary for the 
screening material to move across the Sun, the light from which 
will be cut off for perhaps a fortnight ; but this, I imagine, will not 
cause any permanent harm. In the later stages of my retreat there 
will be a certain amount of reflected sunlight, but this extra heat 
will not be so great as it must have been at the time of my arrival. 

"It is difficult to give an answer to your other question that 
would be intelligible to you in the present state of your science. 
Crudely expressed, it seems as if there may be inherent limitations 
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of a physical nature to the type of information that can be ex­
changed between intelligences. The suspicion is that an absolute 
bar exists to the communication of information relating to the 
deep problems. It seems as if any intelligence that attempts to 
pass on such information gets itself swallowed up in space, that is, 
space closes about it in such a fashion that no communication of 
any sort with other individuals of a similar hierarchy is possible." 

"Do you understand that, Chris 1" said Leicester. 
"No, I don't. But there's another question that I want to ask." 
Kingsley then asked his question: 
"You will have noticed that we have made no attempt to ask 

for information concerning physical theories and facts that are not 
known to us. This omission was not due to any lack of interest, 
but because we felt ample opportunities would present themselves 
at a later stage. Now it appears that the opportunities will not 
present themselves. Have you any suggestions as to how we may 
occupy what little time remains to the best advantage i" 

The answer came : 
"This is a matter to which I have also given some attention. 

There is a crucial difficulty here. Our discussions have been 
carried out in your language. We have therefore been limited to 
ideas that can be understood in terms of your language, which is 
to say that we have been essentially limited to the things you know 
already. No rapid communication of radically new knowledge is 
possible unless you learn something of my language. 

"This raises two points, one of practice and the other the vital 
issue of whether the human brain possesses an adequate neurological 
capacity. Tothe latterquestionl knowno certain answer, but there 
seems to be some evidence that justifies a measure of optimism. 
The explanations that are usually offered to explain the incidence 
of men of outstanding genius seem certainly wrong. Genius is 
not a biological phenomenon. A child does not possess genius at 
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birth : genius is learned. Biologists who maintain otherwise ignore 
the facts of their own science, namely that the human species has 
not been selected for genius, nor is there evidence that genius is 
transmitted between parent and child. 

"The infrequency of genius is to be explained in simple proba­
bilities. A child must learn a great deal before it reaches adult life. 
Processes such as the multiplying of numbers can be learned in a 
variety of ways. This is to say, the brain can develop in a number 
of ways, all enabling it to multiply numbers, but not all with by 
any means the same facility. Those who develop in a favourable 
way are said to be 'good' at arithmetic, while those who develop 
inefficient ways are said to be 'bad' or 'slow'. Now what decides 
how a particular person develops ! The answer is-chance. And 
chance accounts for the difference between the genius and the 
dullard. The genius is one who has been lucky in all his processes 
of learning. The dullard is the reverse, and the ordinary person 
is one who has neither been particularly lucky nor particularly 
unlucky." 

"I'm afraid I'm far too much of a dullard to understand what 
it's talking about. Can anybody explain!' ' remarked Parkinson 
during a pause in the message. 

"Well, granted that learning can occur in a number of ways, 
some better than others, I suppose it does reduce to a matter of 
chance," answered Kingsley. "To take an analogy, it's rather 
like a football pool. If the brain is to develop in the most efficient 
manner, not only in one learning process but in a dozen or more, 
well, it's like getting every match right in a penny points pool." 

"I see. And that explains why the genius is such a rare bird, I 
suppose," exclaimed P arkinson. 

"yes, it's as rare or rarer than winners of a big pool. It also 
explains why a genius can't pass his faculties to his children. Luck 
isn't a commodity with a strong inheritance." 
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The Cloud resumed its message: 
"All this suggests that the human brain is inherently capable of 

a far improved performance, provided learning is always induced 
in the best way. And this is what I would propose to do. I propose 
that one or more of you should attempt to learn my method of 
thinking and that this be induced as profitably as possible. Quite 
evidently the learning process must lie outside your language, so 
that communication will have to proceed in a very different 
fashion. Of your sense organs, the best suited to the receiving of 
complex information is your eyes. It is true that you scarcely use 
the eyes in ordinary language, but it is mainly through the eyes 
that a child builds up his picture of the intricate world around him. 
And it is through the eyes that I intend to open up a new world to 
you. 

"My requirements will be comparatively simple. I will now 
describe them." 

Then followed technical details that were carefully noted by 
Leicester. When the Cloud had finished Leicester remarked : 

"Well, this isn't going to be too difficult. A number of filter 
circuits attd a whole bank of cathode ray tubes." 

"But how are we to get the information !" asked Marlowe. 
"Well, of course primarily by radio, tl1en through the dis­

criminating circuits which filter different bits of the messages to 
the various tubes." 

"There are codes for the various filters." 
"That's right. So some sort of an ordered pattern can be put 

on the tubes, although it beats me as to what we shall be able to 
make of it." 

"We'd better gl"t on with it. We've got little enough time," 
said Kingsley. 

During the next twenty-four hours there was a sharp improvement 
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of morale at Nortonstowe. It was a comparatively light-hearted 
expectant company that assembled before the newly-built equip­
ment on the following evening. 

"Beginning to snow," remarked Barnett. 
"It looks to me as if we' re in for a devil of a winter, quite apart 

from another fortnight of arctic night," said Weichart. 
"Any idea what this pantomime is about1" 
"None at all. I can't see what we can hope to pick up by staring 

at these tubes." 
"Nor I." 
The Cloud's first message caused some confusion: 
"It will be convenient if only one person is concerned, at any 

rate to begin with. Later on it may be possible for me to instruct 
others." 

"But I thought we were all to get a grandstand seat," someone 
remarked. 

"No, it's fair enough," said Leicester. "If you look carefully 
you can see that the tubes are specially orientated to suit someone 
sitting in this particular chair, here. We had special instructions 
about the seating arrangements. I don't know what it all means, 
but I hope we've got everything right." 

"Well, it looks as though we'll have to call for a volunteer," 
Marlowe exclaimed. "Who is for the first sitting 1" 

There was a long pause that almost grew into an embarrassed 
silence. At length W eichart moved forward. 

"If everybody else is too bashful, I guess I'm willing to be first 
guinea pig." 

McNeil gave him a long look. 
"There's just one point, W eichart. You realise that this business 

may carry with it an element of dangen You're quite clear on 
that, I suppose1" 

W eichart laughed. 
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"Don't worry about that. This won't be the first time I've 

spent a few hours watching cathode ray tubes." 
"Very well, then. If you' re willing to try, by all means take the 

chair." 
"Be careful about the chair, Dave. Maybe Harry's wired it up 

specially for you," grinned Marlowe. 

Shortly after this, lights began to flash on the tubes. 
"Joe's starting up," s aid Leicester. 
Whether there was any pattern associ ated with lights was 

difficult to tell. 
"What's he saying, Dave ? Getting the message ?" asked Barnett. 
"Nothing I can understand," remarked Weichart, throwing a 

leg over his chair. "Looks a pretty random unintelligible jumble. 
Still I'll keep on trying to make some sense into it." 

Time dragged on in a desultory way. Most of the company lost 
interest in the flickering lights. Multi-way conversations broke 
out and Weichart was left to a lonely vigil. At length Marlowe 
asked him: 

"How's it going, Dave 1" 
No answer. 
"Hey, Dave, what's going on 1" 
Still no answer. 
"Dave !" 
Marlowe and McNeil came one to each side ofW eichart' s chair. 
"Dave, why don't you answer?" 
McNeil touched him on the shoulder, but there was sti ll no 

response. They watched his eyes, fixed on first one group of 
tubes, then flicking quickly to another. 

"What is it, John 1 asked Kingsley. 
"I think he's in some hypnotic state. He doesn't seem to be 

noticing any sense data except from the eyes, and they seem to be 
directed only at the tubes." 
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"How could it have happened?" 
"A hypnotic condition induced by visual means is not by any 

means unknown." 
"You think it was deliberately induced?" 
"It seems more than likely. I can scarcely believe it could have 

happened by accident. And watch the eyes. See how they move. 
This is not a chance business. It looks purposive, very purposive." 

"I wouldn't have said Weichart was a likely subject for a 
hypnotist." 

"Nor would I. It looks extremely formidable, and vety 
singular." 

"What do you meam" asked Marlowe. 
"Well, although an ordinary human hypnotist might use some 

visual method for inducing a hynotic state, he'd never use a purely 
visual medium for conveying information. A hypnotist talks to 
a subject, he conveys meaning with words. But there are no 
words here. That's why it is damn strange." 

"It's funny you should have warned Dave. Had you any idea 
this would happen, McNeil 1" 

"No, not in detail, of course. But recent developments in 
neurophysiology have shown up some extremely queer effects 
when lights are flashed in the eyes at rates that match closely with 
scanning speeds in the brain. And then it was obvious that the 
Cloud couldn't do what it said it would do unless something 
pretty remarkable happened." 

Kingsley came up to the chair. 
"Do you think we ought to do something 1 Pull him away, 

perhaps. We could easily do that." 
"I wouldn't advise it, Chris. He'd probably struggle violently 

and it might be dangerous. Best on the whole to leave him. He 
went into it with his eyes open, literally and figuratively. I'll stay 
with him of course. The rest of you ought to clear out though. 
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Leave somebody who can carry a message-Stoddard will do­
and then I can call you if anything crops up." 

"All right. We'll be ready in case you need us," agreed 
Kingsley. 

Nobody really wanted to leave the lab., but it was realised that 
McNeil's suggestion had much to recommend it. 

"Wouldn't do to have the whole party hypnotised," remarked 
Barnett. "I only hope old Dave will be all right," he added 
anxiously. 

"We could, I suppose, have switched the gear off. But McNeil 
seemed to think that might cause trouble. Shock, I suppose." 
This from Leicester. 

"It beats me as to what information Dave can be getting," said 
Marlowe. 

"Well, we shall know soon enough, I expect. I don't suppose 
the Cloud will go on for many hours. It's never done so in the 
past," observed Parkinson. 

But the transmission turned out to be a long one. As the hours 
advanced the members of the company retired severally to bed. 

Marlowe expressed the general opinion: 
"Well, we're not doing Dave any good, and we're missing 

sleep. I think I shall try to snatch an hour or two." 
Kingsley was woken by Stoddard. 
"Doctor wants you, Dr. Kingsley." 
Kingsley found that Stoddard and McNeil had managed to 

move W eichart to one of the bedrooms, so evidently the business 
was finished, at any rate for the time being. 

"What is it, John l" he asked. 
"I don't like the position, Chris. His temperature is rising 

rapidly. There isn't much point in your going in to see him. He's 
not in a coherent state, and not likely to he with a temperature 
at 104°." 
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"Have you any idea what's wrong 1" 
"I obviously can't be sure, because I've never encountered a 

case like this before. But if I didn't know what had happened, I'd 
have said W eichart was suffering from an inflammation of brain 
tissue." 

"That's very serious, isn't it 1" 
"Extremely so. There's very little that any of us can do for him, 

but I thought you'd like to know." 
"Yes, of course. Have you any idea what may have caused 

it 1" 
"Well, I'd say too high a rate of working, too great a demand 

of the neurological system on all the supporting tissues. But again 
it's only an opinion." 

Weich art's temperature continued to rise during the day and 
in the late afternoon he died. 

For professional reasons McNeil would have liked to perform 
an autopsy, but out of consideration for the feelings of the others 
he decided against it. He kept his own company, thinking 
gloomily that somehow he ought to have foreseen the tragedy 
and taken steps to prevent it. But he had not foreseen it, nor did 
he foresee the events that were to follow. The first warning came 
from Ann Halsey. She was in a hysterical condition when she 
accosted McNeil. 

"John you must do something. It's Chris. He's going to kill 
himself.' ' 

"What !" 
"He's going to do the same as Dave Wcichart. I've been trying 

for hours to persuade him not to, but he won't take any notice of 
me. He says he's going to tell the Thing to go slower, that it was 
the speed that killed Dave. Is that true," 

"It might be. I don't know for sure, but it's quite possible." 
"Tell me frankly, John, is there any chance1" 
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"There might be. I just don't know enough to offer any 
definite opinion." 

"Then you must stop him !" 
"I'll try. I'll go along and talk to him straight away. Where is 

he ," 
"In the labs. Talking's no use. He'll have to be stopped by 

force. It's the only way." 
McNeil made straight for the transmitting lab .. The door was 

locked, so he hammered hard on it. Kingsley's voice came 
faintly. 

"Who is it," 
"It's McNeil. Let me in, will yon?'' 
The door opened and McNeil saw as he stepped inside the room 

that the equipment was switched on. 
"Ann has just been and told me, Chris. Don't you think it's 

just a little crazy, especially within a few hours of Weichart's 
deatht" 

"You don't suppose I like this idea, do you,John , I can assure 
you that I find life just as pleasant as anyone else. But it's got 
to be done and it's got to be done now. The chance will have gone 
in not much more than a week, and it's a chance that we humans 
simply can't afford to miss. After poor Weichart's experience it 
wasn't likely that anyone else would come forward, so I've got to 
do it mysel£ I'm not one of those courageous fellows who can 
contemplate danger placidly. If I've got a sticky job to do I 
prefer to get on with it straight away-saves thinking about it." 

"This is all very well, Chris, but you' re not going to do anybody 
any good by killing yourself." 

"That's absurd, and you know it. The stakes in this business are 
very high, they're so high as to be worth playing for, even if the 
chance of winning isn't very great. That's point number one. 
Point number two is that maybe I stand a pretty fair chance. I've 
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already been on to the Cloud, telling it to go much slower. It  has 
agreed to do so. You yourself said that might avoid the worst of 
the trouble." · 

"It might. Then again it might not. Also, if you avoid 
Weichart's trouble, there may be other dangers that we know 
nothing about." 

"Then you'll know about them from my case, which will make 
it easier for someone else,just as it is a little easier for me than it was 
for Weichart. It's no good, John. I'm quite resolved, and I'm 
going to start in a few more minutes." 

McNeil saw that Kingsley was beyond persuasion. 
"Well, anyway," he said, "I take it you'll have no objection to 

my staying here. It took about ten hours with W eichart. With 
you it's going to take longer. You'll need food in order to keep a 
proper blood supply to your brain." 

"But I can't stop off to eat, man ! Do yon realise what this 
means 1 It means learning a whole new field of knowledge, 
learning in just one lesson !" 

"I'm not suggesting that you stop off for a meal. I'm suggesting 
that I give you injections from time to time. Judging by Weichart' s 
condition, you won't feel it." 

"Oh, I am not worried about that. Inject away if it makes you 
happy. But sorry.John, I must get down to this business." 

It is unnecessary to repeat the following events in detail, since 
they followed much the same pattern in Kingsley's case as they 
had with W eichart. The hypnotic condition lasted longer how­
ever, nearly two days. At the end he was carried to bed under 
McNeil's direction. During the next few hours symptoms 
developed that were alarmingly similar to those of Weichart. 
Kingsley's temperature rose to 102° • • •  103° • . •  104°. But then 
it steadied, stopped, and, as hour followed hour, fell slowly. And 
as it fell, the hopes rose of those round his bed, notably McNeil 
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and Ann Halsey who never left him, and Marlowe, Parkinson, 
and Alexandrov. 

Consciousness returned about thirty-six hours after the end of 
the Cloud's transmission. For some minutes an uncanny series of 
expressions flitted across Kingsley's face : some were well known 
to the watchers, others were wholly alien. The full horror of 
Kingsley's condition developed suddenly. It began with an un­
controlled twitching of the face, and with incoherent muttering. 
This quickly developed into shouting and then into wild screams. 

"My God, he's in some sort of fit," exclaimed Marlowe. 
At length the attack subsided under an injection from McNeil, 

who thereupon insisted on being left alone with the demented 
man. Throughout the day the others from time to time heard 
muffled cries which then died away wider repeated injections. 

Marlowe managed to persuade Ann Halsey to take a walk with 
him in the afternoon. It was the most difficult walk in his ex­
perience. 

In the evening he was sitting in his room gloomily when 
McNeil walked in, a McNeil gaunt and hollow-eyed. 

"He's gone," announced the Irishman. 
"My God, what a dreadful tragedy, an unnecessary tragedy." 
"Aye, man, a bigger tragedy than you realise." 
"What d'you mean�" 
"I mean it was touch and go whether he saved himself. In the 

afternoon he was sane for nearly an hour. He told me what the 
trouble was. He fought it down and as the minutes passed I 
thought he was going to win out. But it wasn't to be. He got 
into another attack and it killed him." 

"But what was in" 
"Something obvious, that we ought to have foreseen. What we 

didn't allow for was the tremendous quantity of new material 
which the Cloud seems able to impress on the brain. This of 
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course means that there must be widespread changes of the 
structure of a mass of electrical circuits in the brain, changes of 
synaptic resistances on a big scale, and so on." 

"You mean it was a sort of gigantic brain-washing ?" 
"No, it wasn't. That's just the point. There was no washing. 

The old methods of operation of the brain were not washed out. 
They were left unimpaired. The new was established alongside 
the old, so that both were capable of working simultaneously." 

"You m.ean that it was as if my knowledge of science were 
suddenly added to the brain of an ancient Greek." 

"Yes, but perhaps in a more extreme form. Can you imagine 
the fierce contradictions that would arise in the brain of your poor 

Greek, accustomed to such notions as the Earth being the centre 
of the Universe and a hundred and one other such anachronisms, 
suddenly becoming exposed to the blast of your superior know­
ledge?" 

"I suppose it would be pretty bad. After all we get quite 
seriously upset if just one of our cherished scientific ideas turns 
out wrong." 

"Yes, think of a religious person who suddenly loses faith, which 
means of course that he becomes aware of a contradiction between 
his religious and his non-religious beliefs. Such a person often 
experiences a severe nervous crisis. And Kingsley's case was a 
thousand times worse. He was killed by the sheer violence of his 
nervous activity, in a popular phrase by a serious of unimaginably 
fierce brain-storms." 

"But you said he nearly got over it." 
"That's right, he did. He realised what the trouble was and 

evolved some sort of plan for dealing with it. Probably he decided 
to accept as rule that the new should always supersede the old 
whenever there was trouble between them. I watched him for a 
whole hour systematically going through his ideas along some 
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such lines. As the minutes ticked on I thought the battle was won. 
Then it happened. Perhaps it was some unexpected conjunction 
of thought patterns that took him unaware. At first the disturbance 
seemed small, but then it began to grow. He tried desperately to 
fight it down. But evidently it gained the upper hand-and that 
was the end. He died under the sedative I was forced to give him. 
I think it was a kind of chain reaction in his thoughts that got out 
of control." 

"Will you have a whisky , I ought to have asked before." 
"Aye, I think now I will, thank you." 
As Marlowe handed over a glass, he said : 
"Don't you think Kingsley was a bad choice for this business , 

Wouldn't someone of a far slighter intellectual calibre have really 
been more suitable , If it was contradictions between the old 
knowledge and the new that destroyed him, then surely someone 
with very little old knowledge would have done better :'' 

McNeil looked over his glass. 
"It's funny, it's funny you should say that. During one of his 

later sane spells Kingsley remarked-I'll try to remember his 
exact words-'The height of irony', he said, 'is that I should 
experience this singular disaster, while someone like Joe Stoddard 
would have been quite all right'." 



CO N C LU S IO N  

"And now, my dear Blythe, I can again adopt a more personal 
style. Since your mother was born in the year 1966 and since the 
name of your maternal grandmother was Halsey, it will be clear 
that I have had reasons other than your interest in the Black Cloud 
for arranging that these documents be sent to you on the occasion 
of my death. 

"Little more remains to be told. The Sun reappeared in the 
early spring of 1966, which was bitterly cold. But as the Cloud 
moved outwards from the Sun it took up such a shape as to reflect 
in the Earth's direction a small proportion of the solar energy 
incident on it. This gave warm summer weather early in the 
month of May, which everyone found exceedingly welcome afrer 
the biting winter and spring. So the Cloud departed from the 
solar system. And so the episode of the Black Cloud, as it was 
ordinarily understood, came to an end. 

"After Kingsley's death, and after the departure of the Cloud, 
it would have been unrealistic for those of us who remained at 
Nortonstowe to have attempted to follow our former tactics. 
Instead Parkinson went to London and claimed the retreat of the 
Cloud was in a large measure due to our good offices. This was 
not at all difficult to maintain, because the real reason for the 
Cloud's departure never occurred to anyone outside N ortonstowe. 
I have always deplored that Parkinson saw fit to malign poor 
Kingsley most reprehensibly, by representing him as a hothead 
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who had at last been deposed by force. This also was believed, 
since for some re;l5on Kingsley was regarded in London and else­
where as a thoroughly malevolent person. Kingsley's death added 
further colour to this story. In short, Parkinson was able to 
persuade the British Government to take no action against its own 
nationals and to resist deportation orders for the others. Repeated 
attempts at deportation were in fact made, but as national affam 
stabilised themselves and as Parkinson gained increasing influence 
in Govememnt circles it became progressively easier to resist 
them. 

"Marlowe, Alexandrov, and the rest, except Leicester, all 
stayed on in Britain. Their names may be found in the learned 
journals, especially that of Alexandrov who achieved great dis­
tinction in scientific circles, although his career in other directions 
was, I believe, a somewhat stormy one. Leicester, as I say, did not 
remain. Against Parkinson's advice he insisted on returning to 
his native Australia. He never reached Australia, being reported 
missing at sea. Marlowe remained on terms of close friendship 
with both Parkinson and myself until his death in 1981 .  

"All this i s  fifty odd years in the past. A new generation now 
holds the stage. My own generation has already slipped into the 
shadows of this pageant we call 'life'. Yet I can still see them all so 
clearly : W eichart, young, clever, with a character scarce! y formed ; 
the gentle Marlowe for ever puffing away at his execrable tobacco; 
Leicester, droll and gay; Kingsley, brilliant, unconventional, full 
of words ; Alexandrov with his shock of hair, brilliant too and with 
hardly any words. It was an uncertain generation, not quite 
knowing where it was going. In a sense it was an heroic genera­
tion, linked imperishably in my mind with the opening chords of 
the great sonata that your grandmother played on that memorable 
night when Kingsley first divined the real nature of the Black 
Cloud. 
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"And so I reach an end, apparently in anticlimax, but not really 
so. I have one surprise left. The code ! Originally only Kingsley 
and Leicester had access to the code whereby communication 
with the Cloud could be established. Marlowe and Parkinson 
believed that the code died with Kingsley and Leicester, but it did 
not. I acquired it from Kingsley during his last spell of sanity. I 
have kept it by me all these years, never knowing whether I 
should reveal its existence or not. This problem I am now 
handing on to you. 

I send you my best wishes. 
For the last time, 

JOHN McNEIL." 



E P I LO GUE 

It was a cold day with driving rain, much the same sort of January 
day that Kingsley had experienced so many years ago, when I 
first read McNeil's astonishing account of the Black Cloud. All 
afternoon and evening I sat before an open fire in my rooms in 
Queens' College. After the conclusion, a conclusion reached in 
sadness, for McNeil had left us a few days earlier with the irre­
vocable permanency that only death can bring, I unsealed the 
last remaining packet. Inside was a small metal box that contained 
a roll of paper tape, yellowed by age. Punched in the paper 
were ten thousand or more tiny holes of the sort used by 
old-fashioned photo-electric readers. This was the code ! With a 
flick I could have sent the paper into the fire, and in a brief second 
all possibility of any further communication with the Cloud 
would have been gone for ever. 

But this is not what I did. Instead I have had a thousand odd 
copies of the code made up. Should I distribute them throughout 
the world, in which event nothing can prevent someone, some­
where, sooner or later, getting into touch with the Cloud again : 
Do we want to remain big people in a tiny world or to become a 
little people in a vaster world I This is the ultimate climax towards 
which I have directed my narrative. 

J. B .  
17th January, 2021. 





THE BLACK CLOUD 

BY FRED HoYLE 

While system�1tically photographing 
the sky to detect exploding supernovae 
a young astronomer on Palomar discovers 
a mysterious black cloud south of the 
constellation of Orion. Almost simul­
taneously British astronomers deduce, 
from discrepancies in the positions of 
Jupiter and Saturn., that a major un­
known body is entering our Solar Sys­
tem. Further observations and analysis 
indicate tha t  this vast cloud of interstellar 
gas will pass between the Earth and the 
Sun, shutting off the Sun's rays and 
bringing about incalculable changes on 
our planet. 

At a closely guarded center outside of 
London an international group of scien­
tists headed by Cam bridge astronomer 
Chris Kingsley advises the British gov­
ernment on the fantastic problems 
created by the cloud. As the months go 
by and one catastrophe succeeds another 
the scientists become less and less con­
tent to remain purely advisory. The 
conAicts between government officials 
and scientists provide a human and often 
humorous clement in this alarming 
story. 

This is the first venture into fiction by 
a famous astronomer who says about his 
hook, ''After all ,  there is very l i tt le here 
that could not conceivably happen ." 






