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INTRODUCTION,
by John Betancourt

George Oliver Smith (1911–1981) was an American science fiction author. He should not be confused with the prolific George H. Smith, another American author who also published (among other things) a significant body of science fiction work.

Smith primarily wrote work set in space, including the novels Operation Interstellar (1950), Lost in Space (1959), and Troubled Star (1957). However, he is remembered chiefly for two works: the “Venus Equilateral” series of short stories about a communications station in space, designed to relay messages between Earth and Venus, and the novel The Fourth “R” (also published as The Brain Machine), about an education device that creates a five-year-old super-boy, who must escape those who wish to capture him long enough to grow up an extract his revenge.

Most of the “Venus Equilateral” stories were collected in Venus Equilateral (1947), a small press hardcover. In 1976, the complete series was assembled in The Complete Venus Equilateral. It’s an outstanding classic that holds up surprisingly well.

The title of The Fourth “R” is, of course, a play on the “3 Rs” of education—reading, ’riting, and ’rithmatic—but what that fourth “R” is, I will leave you to discover.

Smith was most active as a writer in the Golden Age of the 1940s and 1950s, with his primary market in the 1940s being the top magazine in the field—John W. Campbell’s Astounding Science Fiction. Many authors make bad career moves, and Smith was no different—in 1949, editor Campbell’s first wife, Doña, left Campbell for Smith. Of course, that affected what had been an excellent author/editor working relationship. Smith did not appear again in Astounding until 1959, after a decade has passed. In the meantime, he published fiction in other magazines, like Startling Stories and Thrilling Wonder Stories, and began writing books.

After 1960, Smith’s job began making more demands on his time, and his output dropped. He was given the First Fandom Hall of Fame award in 1980 and remained a member of the literary banqueting club the Trap Door Spiders, which served as the basis of Isaac Asimov’s fictional group of mystery-solvers, the Black Widowers.

Spacemen Lost originally appeared in the Fall 1954 issue of the classic science fiction magazine Startling Stories.


CHAPTER 1

Over the hubbub and chatter came the brief warning wail of a small siren. The noise died as the people in the vast waiting room stopped talking.

“Your attention, please!” boomed the loud-speaker. “Passengers for Spaceflight Seventy-nine, departing for Castor Three and Pollux Four, will proceed to Gate Seven for ground transportation to the take-off block. Spaceflight Seventy-nine, waiting for passengers at Gateway Seven!”

There was a moment of silence, then a loud racket burst out as everybody started talking at once. There was only a small flow of people toward Gate Seven, almost negligible, because Flight Seventy-nine was essentially a cargo hop. In fact, this morning less than a half-dozen headed for the gateway.

Among these was a tall man, impressive in his blue-black uniform. A space commodore, no less. He carried the light bag of the woman who was beside him, proud and happy and eager-looking. But traces of some internal storm clouded the man’s features, and as they approached Gateway Seven, the man’s perturbation worked closer and closer to the surface until finally it broke through.

“You could still back out,” he said.

“No, I couldn’t,” she said. Her own face clouded a bit.

“Yes, you could,” he snapped.

She stopped ten or fifteen feet from Gateway Seven and turned to face him. She was pert and pretty in a traveling suit of gray; brand-new for this occasion. Her name was Alice Hemingway, but she would have swapped it in a minute to become Mrs. Theodore Wilson, even on a commodore’s salary.

“Look, Ted,” she said slowly. “We’ve been back and forth over this argument for a couple of months now. Can’t you forget it?”

“No, I can’t,” replied Ted Wilson. “I don’t like the idea of you taking to space.”

“I do,” she said simply. “I want to see these places you are always telling me about. I want to see ’em before I’m sixty. It’s no fun listening to your stories, then having you trot off for three or four months on another jaunt while I sit home alone and wonder where you are and what’s doing.”

“But we—” He paused, thinking. “Alice,” he said suddenly, “will you marry me?”

A welling of tears came then, but Alice blinked them back. “If you’d asked me that a month ago I would have said ‘Yes,’ with no stipulations, but right now I’ll say ‘Yes, as soon as I come back, if you still want me.’ Understand?”

“Not quite.”

“I want you to be dead certain that the reason you want to marry me is not to keep me from taking this spaceflight.”

* * * *

Ted looked down at her. “I’d really like to know if you accepted this trip just to force me into asking you,” he said slowly.

“You’ll never know,” she said with a bright smile.

He swore under his breath. “I still don’t like the idea of you trotting off to Castor Three with that old goat.”

“Mr. Andrews? Old goat? Why Ted! You’re jealous.”

“I am.”

“Good. Stay jealous. But don’t be an imbecile. Mr. Andrews is merely my boss, not my lover. He has never so much as watched me walk, let alone made a pass at me. I couldn’t think of him as anything but a boss.”

“But up there—”

Alice shook her head. “Forget it, Ted. I’m still your girl, and I intend to stay that way. Even though it’s smart for a girl to have a lover or two before she marries, I’m the old-fashioned one-man type. Virgin. No hits, no runs, no errors, and no one left on first base.”

“Okay,” he said sullenly.

She smiled up at him again. “Ted,” she said seriously, “don’t you see I have to go a-space? You’ve ducked marriage because you can’t see two people living on a commodore’s salary, and also with you flitting off and leaving me home alone. So you want to wait until you get your next boost. But that will get you stationed on some planetary post. I’ll get one flight to Base, then be set down for years. Well, until that time I’m going to travel and see the interstellar sights. I want to see the Dark Column on Procyon Five, I want to visit the Golden Rainbow on Castor Three, and toss a penny into the Bottomless Pit on Pollux Four, and.… Well, I can do these things so long as Mr. Andrews wants me to travel.”

“But—”

“Oh, Ted—please!” she cried.

She clutched at him and buried her face in his shoulder. He held her, then put a hand under her chin and lifted her face. He kissed her, not tenderly, but with more of a frantic striving for something beyond reach.

The siren wail lifted again and the loud-speaker boomed:

“Last call for Spaceflight Seventy-nine at Gateway Seven. Will Miss Alice Hemingway please proceed to Gateway Seven!”

Reluctantly she withdrew herself from her sweetheart’s arms and turned to the gateway. Ted picked up her small bag and followed her.

As they reached the gate a smallish, nervous, wiry man with a clipped gray mustache eyed Alice crisply.

“Ah, Miss Hemingway, you’re just in time,” he said. He smiled thinly as he looked at Ted Wilson. “However, I presume the delay was justified. Commodore, I think the use of your handkerchief is essential.”

Before Ted could reply, Mr. Andrews had walked through the gateway to the waiting spaceport bus. Alice turned back to Ted and held up her face. This time their kiss was less frantic, but also less personal. It was chaste, and brief, and proper. It promised for the future, but it did not give any part of that future warmth or passion as a down payment.

Then Alice came out of his arms and went through the gateway to climb into the bus beside her boss.

As Commodore Wilson turned away, the bus drove off along the road to the waiting spacecraft.

* * * *

Commodore Wilson entered the base commander’s office and smiled glumly. The commander, Space Admiral Leonard F. Stone, a man of about forty-five and as lithe and as hard as a man of that age could be, looked expectant. His command was exacting and just, but he was also human.

He said, “What’s troubling you, Wilson?”

“Admiral,” Ted Wilson said, “I know it is against the unwritten rules to discuss the matter of increase in rank, but I wonder if we mightn’t break them for a minute or two.”

“We might if there were proper justification. Why?”

“A commodore’s salary is just a bit meager for marriage,” said Wilson unhappily.

Stone’s face clouded a bit and he nodded seriously. “I know,” he said. “But there’s a reason, Ted. We do prefer to keep our commodores single so long as they’re in active flight service. So long as you are well-fed, well-clothed, and well-housed yourself, the monetary payment is sufficient to take care of your personal needs. I know it is not enough to provide for a wife on top of that. Of course, some men do. And others manage to marry well-to-do women.”

“Mine is not well-to-do, but I don’t want to make her do with less.”

“Naturally.”

“Then how about this rank business? I’m about due.”

“You are.”

“Then when can I expect it?” asked Wilson.

Admiral Stone looked at him determinedly. “You can hasten that process yourself, Wilson. By acting a bit more for the benefit of the Service than you have in the past.”

“Why, what do you mean?”

“There’s more to rank than merely following orders to the letter. Now, you’ve never disobeyed orders, and it has been obvious that when orders coincide with your personal ideas, you act eagerly and swiftly. But when orders are opposed to your pleasure you act at the last moment and follow them reluctantly along the thin outer edge.”

“For instance?”

“For instance last November. You had front line tickets to the finish post of the Armstrong Classic, but you were ordered on a training flight around and through the Centaurus System, to last no less than ten days and no more than thirty, at your discretion. You returned in ten days and four hours, even though you couldn’t see the end of the Armstrong affair. Then, last May you were ordered to Eridanus Seven, which is a remarkably interesting place as I recall from my early days. You got home barely under the wire. Twenty-nine days, twenty-three hours, forty minutes, and a few seconds. Follow?”

Ted nodded slowly. “I felt that my crew would appreciate my attitude,” he said.

“Certainly. They did. Both times. They also appreciate your stalling in a stack-circle, waiting for that last half-hour to expire so they’d draw overtime flight pay. But you’ve got to remember, Wilson, that we are running the Space Service for the public weal, not for the benefit of the spacemen. A parent does not bring up a child knowing only the pleasant things of life. A balanced program of work and play is essential. I know that the Centaurian run is no picnic, but it is a fine training for spacemen. Now, that’ll be all. I’m not criticizing you Wilson. I recall doing similar things myself years ago. It does draw a crew closer to their commander when he gives them consideration. But making them work makes them efficient, and they will also love a commander who mixes well his periods of pleasure with hours of hard work. Agree?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“Fine,” said Admiral Stone. “So now that you know, we’ll watch you for a bit. If you come through, you’ll get your increase in rank—and your girl.” He smiled. “You’re a good commodore, Wilson. But with a little work and application you could be brilliant. We need brilliant men. Remember that. Good-by and good luck, Commodore Wilson....”

* * * *

His name translated from his native tongue, was Viggon Sarri. In medieval times he might have been called “Sarri the Conqueror” for his exploits, his conquests. But of course then it was the king, emperor, or caesar who led his own troops.

In these days the ruler sends out men of military might to fight his battles, and Viggon Sarri was not a ruler. His position was the equivalent of space admiral in the Interstellar Service, and though devoted to his own service, he was only a paid hand.

His home was far across the galaxy from Sol and the sprinkling of stellar systems colonized by human beings. Viggon Sarri had never met a human, he did not know that this section of the universe had any trace of sentient life. He was just out looking for new worlds to exploit, perhaps to conquer. A new district to colonize, perhaps, or a world of beings advanced at least to the point where the produce and manufacture of his homeland could be sold for metal.

Naturally, Viggon Sarri explored space at the head of several hundred ultra-fast and ultra-hard-boiled fighting spacecraft—fourteen big battle wagons, two fighter carriers each providing a hundred one-man space attack craft, and one hunter, a detecting craft. It was loaded to the astrodome with every device for locating evidences of anything from advanced races to enemy spacecraft.

Sarri rode in his flagship, one position ahead of the hunter. And so, when the detecting equipment in the hunter registered that some race in this sector of the galaxy was advanced enough to be using the power of the atomic nucleus, Viggon Sarri gave orders for his fleet to spread out in a big, flat dishlike formation, flatwise toward this section of the sky.

It came to as near a halt as anything can approach in deep space, and Viggon Sarri called a conference.

He sat at the head of the table, his two second officers at his left and right. They were equal in rank, Regin Naylo and Faren Twill. This irked them both, and for a long time they had been striving to rise above one another. But only Viggon Sarri knew which was listed in the sealed orders, to be opened only in the case of the death of the supreme commander.

At the far end of the table sat Linus Brein, commander-mathematician of the hunter spacecraft.

Viggon said, “Linus, what do we know about these people?”

Brein thought, then said, “Very little, actually. They use atomic power. They have discovered interstellar flight. They seem to have some interstellar commerce. They use the infrawave bands for communication across space. I would say, off-hand, that they may have colonized no more than a dozen planets, and are exploring perhaps a dozen more. I would also guess that their exploration is done by sheer go-out-and-look techniques.”

“Why do you suggest that?” asked Viggon.

“Analogy. Their use of the infrawave is not highly developed. I doubt that they have planet-finding equipment. I have not noticed any attempt to use the infrawave as a detecting and locating means. Only for communication is the infrawave employed by them.”

“I see. Any more?”

“Not at present,” said Linus Brein. “We will collect more as our men pick up information and our analyzers compile data.”

“Keep me posted,” ordered Viggon Sarri.

He sat there in silence, a tall man with a thin face that looked wolfish. His ears were flat and distorted, to the human point of view. His eyes were glittery bright, having that shiny cornea characteristic of the nocturnal animal of Terra. He had six stubby strong fingers on each hand and a long double-jointed thumb. Each hand had two palms, fore and back so that the fingers could curl either inward or outward. His elbows were double, one bent in or locked straight, the other bent out or locked straight, as he moved.

* * * *

Viggon stared at the ceiling, lost in thought. His eyes, roaming independently gave his features a bizarre look which his own race thought quite natural.

Finally he said, “Has anybody any suggestions?”
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