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  April 1953


  The Quest of Quaa


  H.A. De Rosso


  They called Cardwell a bum and stranded him in the hell-holes of Venus. Then they dragged him out of the mud and offered him a chance to save the Earth from madness—with ample risk and no reward. Cardwell went, of course . . . down the bitter trail to his destiny.


  Cardwell dreamed of green fields and an open, clear sky. There were no clouds in this sky. The sun shone aching-bright and all along the “horizon the sky was a beautiful blue. Wherever Cardwell looked the land was bright and distinct in his gaze. There was none of the incessant, humid mist of Venus.


  But like all of Cardwell’s dreams this one, too, ended.


  He awoke with the familiar brown taste in his mouth and the softly throbbing pain behind his eyes and the first thing he saw, high above him, was the mist curling in through the glassless, barred window of his cell. He lay on his back on the bare stone cot, watching the tendrils of the mist creeping sinuously into the room and then fading into nothingness. Cardwell stared with red-rimmed, aching eyes a long while and then he began to curse Venus with a quiet, studied savagery.


  First he cursed the planet in his Earth tongue, then in all the Venusian dialects he had thus far picked up. This occupied not a little time and when he was done Cardwell was quite exhausted. He tried relaxing on the hard stone of the cot and closing his eyes in an effort to recall what it was that had landed him in this Venusian prison again.


  He remembered drinking but that was all. He was quite positive that this time he had not brawled. There were no marks on his fists. He fingered his face and it was neither puffed up nor tender. He had just consumed a goodly portion of Venusian Buumal. That was all Cardwell remembered.


  He could not sleep any more. His eyes pained fiercely if he kept them shut too long. His back was sore and numb from resting on the uncovered stone of the cot. Grunting angrily, Cardwell swung his legs off the cot and rose to his feet. He looked up at the mist crawling patiently and persistently through the window and Cardwell brandished a fist at the mist and had just begun to curse the planet all over again when the sound came from the door of his cell.


  Cardwell whirled toward the noise, eyes narrowing, breath held tightly in him, then he let it out in a long sigh when he saw that it was just another Venusian jailor. They all looked alike to Cardwell. They all had the pasty, gray color that was the universal complexion of the peoples of Venus and long, black hair fanning down over their shoulders and the brightly colored loin cloths and the weighted clubs in their hands. This one, though at times he appeared to be two to Cardwell, had opened the cell door and now he motioned to Cardwell to follow and started down the corridor.


  They finally reached what Cardwell adjudged to be the top floor of the prison. The jailor indicated a door and told Cardwell to enter and, without waiting to see if Cardwell did so, the jailor started back down the way up which they had come.


  Fighting back a chill of apprehension, Cardwell opened the door and entered. The room was severely furnished with only a gray steel desk, a gray steel table and four gray steel chairs. The walls were barren, only the blue stone of the structure showed, and the floor also was of uncovered blue stone.


  Closing the door behind him, Cardwell became instantly aware of the odor of coffee. He could not remember the last time he had tasted any. The substance was unknown to the natives of Venus and what little was imported on the space-freighters for the Earthmen sold at prohibitive prices. The coffee pot burbled softly on the ato-plate on the table.


  “You look like you had a rough time,” said the man at the desk.


  Cardwell flushed. He knew he did not look like much. His whites were soiled to the extent that it took a good deal of imagination to think of them in their original color. A two weeks’ growth of tawny beard rimmed Cardwell’s face. He had not washed in that time and dirt crusted his hands and his bared arms. He had no mirror but Cardwell supposed his face looked as forbidding as that of the hardest criminal in this prison.


  By contrast, the man at the desk looked cool and neat and clean. His whites were freshly pressed. His black hair was neatly trimmed with a sprinkling of gray at the temples. His mustache looked distinguished. He had just shaved and there was still the good, sharp smell of after-shave lotion and talcum about him. It made Cardwell miserable with envy and he wondered that he had never quite lost his pride.


  The man at the desk indicated the coffee pot. “Help yourself. It’s not charity either. I just want you to have as clear a mind as possible under the circumstances. You’ll need it for what I have to say to you.”


  Cardwell filled a cup and drank it down, not minding at all the scorching of his throat, knowing only the ecstasy of the good, almost-forgotten taste of it. Finally, he sighed with pleasure and opened his eyes again and stared at the man behind the desk.


  “Have another cup, Cardwell,” said the man.


  Cardwell stared thoughtfully at the fellow. “You sound like you’re trying to bribe me for something,” he said slowly.


  “You could call it that,” the man agreed, “although you’ll have the alternative of rejecting what I have to offer. So you might as well have some more coffee.”


  Cardwell refilled his cup and took a sip of coffee and held it on the tip of his tongue a while before swallowing. He watched the man behind the desk narrowly.


  “Who are you?” Cardwell asked suddenly.


  The man took a wallet from his pocket and spread it on the table along with a paper. “Here are my credentials,” he said, sounding very brisk and impersonal now. “My name is Vincent Holt. I’m an Inspector for Inter-Planetary Intelligence.”


  Cardwell set the coffee cup down carefully on the table. “An IPI man,” he murmured, eyeing the other cautiously. “I’ve done nothing for IPI to be interested in.”


  “It isn’t what you’ve done that IPI is interested in,” said Holt, “but rather what you could do for us, if you’re agreeable.”


  “I don’t get you,” Cardwell told him.


  Holt sighed. “I’ll admit it’s time I came to the point.” He speared Cardwell again with that cold, considerative stare. “Have you ever heard of Quaa, Cardwell?”


  “Quaa?”


  “Yes. The Venusian poison. The poison that is tasteless and that can not be detected by any of the scientific means now known to man. The poison that does not kill but whose effect in a way is even worse than death. Have you ever heard of it, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell shook his head.


  “That’s not surprising,” admitted Holt. “It has been outlawed for so long and the penalty for its use is so severe that Venusians usually don’t think or talk about it, Quaa, Cardwell, gets its name from the Elquaan, the primitive people that inhabit the Tindor Mountains. The Elquaans practice sacrifices to their gods, though now they sacrifice the griaan. However, at one time in the long past, they practiced human sacrifices and that is where Quaa originated. Quaa, you see, debilitates the brain, it renders a man an idiot, incapable of thinking, of knowing who he is or where he is or what is happening to him. An ideal condition for one about to be sacrificed to the gods. Do you follow me, Cardwell?”


  “It hasn’t made sense to me yet,” said Cardwell.


  Holt sighed. “I’m just setting the background. I’m giving you all the facts so you’ll realize what IPI is up against. Now, Cardwell, I’m going to take up the matter of Panaceum. Surely, you’ve heard of Panaceum? That is the only good thing Earth has got out of Venus. This wonder medicine that cures almost any illness, the answer to those diseases that plagued Earth for centuries. The drug is manufactured here on Venus under the strictest supervision and is then shipped to Earth but by some means or other Quaa has been getting into the Panaceum. Do you begin to understand, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell stared at Holt with a new interest. Cardwell nodded.


  Holt’s lips pinched as if from tightly suppressed anger. His voice was gelid. “Put yourself in the shoes of a doctor on Earth, Cardwell. You have a patient sick with an incurable disease—incurable, that is, unless you use Panaceum. However, if you use Panaceum and it happens to contain Quaa, you will cure the disease but destroy the patient’s mind. What would you do, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell shook his head in befuddlement. “I don’t see what all this has to do with me,” he said.


  “I’m coming to that,” said Holt stiffly. “Be patient, Cardwell. IPI has been working on this matter for some time. A meticulous check has been made on the laboratories here on Venus where the drug is manufactured and IPI has concluded that the Quaa can not possibly be put in the Panaceum there. So we have to investigate beyond the laboratories, to the source of the products used in the manufacture of Panaceum. That is where you come in, Cardwell.”


  Cardwell’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “How?”


  “Panaceum is manufactured out of a chemical found in a lichen growth from the Tindor Mountains, a growth called Naalem. Naalem grows in the territory of the Elquaan. A thorough investigation must be made to see if that is where the Quaa is in some manner injected in the lichen growth and from there transmitted to the Panaceum. Now I can’t very well go because I am known as an IPI inspector. The job must be done undercover. That is why we would like you to go, Cardwell. You would hardly be suspected.”


  Cardwell grinned crookedly. “I don’t think I’d be much good. I know nothing of science and chemicals. I wouldn’t know Quaa if it jumped up and kicked me in “the teeth. I know rocket motors and a little space navigation but no other science. I wouldn’t be much good to IPI on this job, Holt.”


  “Arrangements will be made so that you will recognize Quaa when it kicks you in the teeth,” Holt said evenly. “I can’t elaborate beyond that until I know whether you are with us. Security reasons, you know. Are you game for this, Cardwell?”


  “Gameness has nothing to do with it,” growled Cardwell, the angry ugliness returning to him. “I’m not interested. Not that I haven’t the guts for it. I’m just not interested.”


  Holt stared hard at Cardwell. “You’ll be paid, Cardwell.”


  “The pay I want you could never give me!”


  Silence filled in. Holt shifted restlessly on his chair. He seemed very much absorbed in a study of the desk top. Finally, without looking up, he said, “It’s this matter of not being able to return to Earth, isn’t it, Cardwell?”


  “That’s right.”


  Holt sighed. He glanced up now and fixed Cardwell with a cool, direct though not unsympathetic stare. “The thing is done, Cardwell. It can’t be remedied. Why eat your heart out about it?”


  The anger began growing in Cardwell. “You should talk!” he burst out. “You don’t have the Space Sickness! You can return home any time you want!”


  “That’s true,” conceded Holt, his lips pinching, his voice getting tighter. “But I’m not to blame for what happened to you. No one is to blame for that. You knew what you were in for, Cardwell. The Space Sickness had happened to others before you. The terrific acceleration needed to break away from the Earth and other planets is something the human body was not built to withstand without some help. A man could stand just so many accelerations and then he had to be grounded, no matter where he happened to be. Another acceleration would mean certain death. You knew all this when you first shipped out, Cardwell.


  “Of course, you were only a youngster and you didn’t worry about it. Maybe you even had an idea of quitting before the Sickness got you. But you kept shipping out and it got into your blood and you couldn’t quit until you were forcibly grounded on Venus. It’s regrettable, Cardwell, and I’m very sorry, but there’s nothing can be done about it any more, so why not make the best of it?”


  Thinking about it, hearing it discussed like this, brought the full needling force of the frustration back to Cardwell. Sweat stained his forehead, anger twitched his lips.


  “Why wasn’t Thomol used on me?” he shouted, clenching his fists, taking a menacing step forward.


  Holt sighed again. “Thomol just wasn’t ready yet. Dr. Lorenz dedicated his life to finding a cure for Space Sickness and he came across Thomol injections just before his death. Sure, they knew about Thomol even before your last flight, Cardwell, but it was still in the experimental stages. They had to be sure before using it. After your last flight, it became the law about the use of Thomol and now there is no more Space Sickness. But you’ve got to forget that, Cardwell. It does you no good to brood about it.”


  “It’s easy for you to talk about it,” said Cardwell. “You can always go home again.”


  Holt rose now to his feet, trembling with suppressed wrath, eyes glaring with contempt. “I wouldn’t bother with the likes of you, Cardwell, I wouldn’t have anything to do with a bum like you if I could go into the Tindor Mountains myself. I’ve never once asked a man to go anywhere I wouldn’t go myself. But this job has to be done undercover, it has to be done by someone who would run the minimum risk of being suspected as an IPI agent. Where are those guts you were bragging about, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell raised a fist and stepped ahead. “I’ll show you where they are, Holt,” he spat through his teeth. “I’ll show you you can’t talk to me like that!”


  Holt dropped his right hand on the handle of the Evans pistol in the holster at his right side. “If you want to fight, Cardwell,” he said jeeringly, “why don’t you go into the territory of the Elquaan? You might find plenty of fighting there. Or are you strictly a grop shop gladiator?”


  Holt’s purpose suddenly became clear to Cardwell. He was merely being egged on, he was being insulted into accepting the job. Comprehending this, Cardwell became cautious again—and suspicious.


  “Why did you pick me, Holt?” he asked quietly. “There are lots of other spacemen grounded on Venus. Why pick a worthless bum like me?”


  Holt’s face became earnest. “We didn’t pick you at random, Cardwell. IPI secretly investigated every Earthman grounded on Venus. You were picked for several reasons. First, you’re only thirty-five years old and still in good physical condition. You’ve been on Venus for five years and you know a good number of dialects and you also know how to get around the planet. For all your bitterness, IPI still believes you’re halfway decent inside. All you have to do is stop feeling sorry for yourself, lay off the Buumal, get yourself something to do and you’ll be as good as any man in the universe. Those are the reasons IPI picked you.”


  Cardwell stared narrowly, thoughtfully at Holt. “You told me at the beginning I had the alternative of refusing. Did you mean that, Holt?”


  “Of course,” said Holt. He made an exasperated, defeated gesture With his hands. “You’ve disappointed me, Cardwell. I was positive I could get you to agree to work with us but it looks like I was mistaken about you. Well, no hard feelings. I did my best.”


  “You give up too easily, Holt,” said Cardwell.


  Holt’s head went up eagerly. Hope flared in his eyes. “You’ll throw in with us?”


  “Not yet. I want to know one more thing. How will I go about this job? Like I told you, I know nothing about Quaa or science or chemicals. I presume whoever it is behind this Quaa business is a mighty smart boy. He could easily trick me.”


  Holt seemed to debate with himself whether to answer the query. His fingers drummed softly on the desk top while he stared speculatively at Cardwell. Finally Holt said, “A qualified chemist will accompany you, Cardwell. This chemist will be prepared to make certain tests and will handle all the technical details.”


  “I thought you said IPI didn’t want one of their agents to go into the Tindor Mountains. I take it this chemist will be an IPI inspector?”


  “That’s right,” said Holt. “However, this agent has never been to Venus before, which is the reason we want an experienced hand like you. Also, it is quite unlikely that this person will be suspected of having connections with IPI. You will go into the Tindors as a hunting party. You will go to hunt the griaan. That ostensibly will be your business. This person, being new on Venus, has hired you as a guide. I can’t reveal this person’s identity until I know definitely that you are with us. Already I’ve told you more than I should have, Cardwell.”


  Cardwell drew a deep breath. He could not see where he owed Earth anything. He could no longer be a part of its life or its people. He was doomed to spend the rest of his days on a rotten, mist-filled planet. Why should he trouble himself about anything that happened to Earth and its people? But he could not bring himself to refuse. Perhaps it was because he rather liked this slight, intense inspector from Inter-Planetary Intelligence.


  “I’ll go,” said Cardwell.


  Holt heaved a sigh of relief. His eyes warmed. “I’m glad, Cardwell, I’m glad,” he said fervently.


  Holt went to the door through which he had come and opened it and beckoned-to someone. This one came into the room quietly and Cardwell felt the breath freeze for a moment in his throat while a vast shame for his appearance swept over him. He was so stunned that his mouth dropped open slightly in surprise.


  Holt said, “Cardwell, I want you to meet the IPI agent you’ll work with—Miss Ada Landers! . . .”


  II


  The Venusian city of Valmaa stood on the edge of the Ligor Sea. This sea was quite shallow and, like almost all the bodies of water on the planet, was more in the nature of a swamp than a clear, navigable stretch of water. Large patches of thorny weeds littered the surface of the sea and only the small boats and dugouts of the Venusians traversed the Ligor Sea. Earthmen used jet airships to travel about the planet. It was in one of these planes that Cardwell and Ada Landers came to Valmaa.


  North of Valmaa, away from the sea, the land began to rise, lifting into a series of rolling hills covered by a thick, stifling growth of brush and trees. Beyond the hills were the Tindor Mountains. It would take three days of travel on foot, Cardwell learned, to reach the edge of the mountains and an additional two days to reach the territory of the Elquaan where the griaan abounded.


  On this day, Cardwell sat in the bar of the Hotel Venus, drinking Buumal. The Hotel Venus was the most modern building in Valmaa, constructed in a faithful reproduction of similar buildings on Earth, and, secretly, Cardwell cursed this resemblance.


  But this was the present pattern on Venus. As more and more Earth people emigrated to the planet, they brought with them touches of the Earth they had left. Cardwell saw these touches in the jet airships and jet jeeps and the plush new structures like the Hotel Venus and these were all poignant, aching reminders to Cardwell of the Earth he would never more see.


  So Cardwell sat, staring down into the purple Buumal in his glass, listening sadly to the Earth music being played by the orchestra at the far end of the barroom. He heard the rustle of movement behind him and smelled the heady scent of perfume and then Ada Landers seated herself beside him.


  He looked a little angrily at her. He could never stop admiring her striking loveliness. Perhaps it was because of this that he could never reconcile her as being an agent for IPI. She was rather tall and slim. Her hair was a golden blonde and her face was round and piquant and marked by a pair of lively hazel eyes. She was dressed all in white—a white hat and a loose white shirt that still could not conceal the fullness of her breasts and white trousers tucked into the tops of high white boots.


  “I hired you to work not to drink,” said Ada Landers stiffly, lighting a cigarette. “I don’t mind your drinking but I’d like you to have a clear head in the morning, Cardwell. I don’t want to have to dig you out of the gutter again. You look real nice now. Stay that way.”


  Cardwell had to concede that she was doing an excellent job of passing herself off as a haughty, strong-willed, wealthy heiress up on Venus to hunt the dangerous griaan. He had to admit this even though she got on his nerves with her ways. At times, he did not know if she was just pretending or if she actually were spoiled and selfish.


  She had his Buumal now and she took a small sip and then made a very wry grimace. “It tastes awful, Cardwell,” she exclaimed. “How can you drink this stuff?”


  “I drink for the effect not the taste,” he growled. “Besides, I can’t afford imported Earth liquor.”


  She glanced behind him, at the row of booths along the far wall. In the soft light, her face looked very appealing to Cardwell. He felt his throat constrict. He could not understand why.


  “How are you with the native women, Cardwell?” she asked suddenly.


  “I can take them or leave them alone.”


  “You have an admirer,” she said, indicating a booth with a nod of her head. “Isn’t she a doll, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell looked that way and saw this Venusian woman sitting in a booth with a man. As Cardwell glanced at her, he received the impression that she had looked swiftly away. She gave no indication that she was aware of his study of her. She smiled slightly at her companion and went on talking to him in a soft, liquid Venusian dialect.


  “An old flame of yours, Cardwell?” asked Ada Landers.


  “I never saw her before.” He stared narrowly at Ada. “What makes you think she’s interested in me?”


  “Watch the mirror. When she thinks you’ll not notice, she sure looks you over. I can’t blame her really. You are a handsome brute.”


  Cardwell could not get over the feeling that she was secretly laughing at him and he flushed angrily. “Oh, shut up,” he growled. “I’m hired to help you hunt the griaan, not to listen to your smart cracks. Find someone else for that.”


  Ada Landers smiled a little and bowed her head and said in a barely audible voice, “She’s at it again. See for yourself, Cardwell.”


  This time Cardwell clearly saw that Ada Landers was correct. The Venusian woman’s attention was focused on him intently and unabashedly. Her companion, too, a heavy-set Venusian, was also interested in Cardwell. Suddenly, the two Venusians became aware that Cardwell was studying their reflections in the bar mirror and the two hastily looked away.


  Ada Landers said quietly, so that the Venusians could not hear, “I’ll leave, Cardwell, so you can get acquainted with them.”


  “What makes you think I want to get acquainted with them?”


  Ada Landers’ lips thinned. “I think it might not be a bad idea. They’re very interested in us. I’d like to know why.”


  She rose now to her feet and said more loudly, “I think I’ll go and freshen up a bit, Cardwell. I’m sticky all over. I don’t see how anyone can stand the humidity on this planet.”


  “You can stand it a little more,” he growled. “You can always go home again.”


  She paused and looked at him. The archness, the secret amusement was gone from her eyes and she stared almost humbly at him. “I’m sorry for you, Cardwell,” she said quietly, sincerely. “I wish I could do something to help.”


  “Forget it,” he said gruffly. “I’m all right. Go on and freshen up. What you waiting for?”


  When Ada Landers had gone, the two Venusians rose to their feet and approached Cardwell. He watched them come in the mirror, the girl deferentially following behind the man. He was a broad-shouldered fellow with a powerful chest and a shrewd superciliousness in his dark eyes. He wore his long black hair in a disheveled manner down about his shoulders in the style of all Venusian males. He wore a long white gown that brushed the floor but his arms were bare.


  He stopped beside Cardwell and bowed, though the arrogance was still about him. “You are Ward Cardwell,” he said.


  Cardwell’s eyes slitted as he looked the Venusian carefully up and down. “How do you know my name?” he asked quietly.


  The Venusian kept his head bowed in apparent humility. “You have been on Venus for five years. Every Venusian of consequence knows who you are—and what you are.”


  “I presume then that you are a Venusian of consequence?”


  The man drew himself up perceptibly. His head straightened and he looked Cardwell challengingly in the eyes. “I am Ysar, lord of a talega in the Tindor Mountains. This is my daughter, Naela.”


  Cardwell looked at the woman. Up close, she was even lovelier than the glimpses Cardwell had caught of her in the bar mirror. She returned his glance frankly. She made no effort to conceal her interest in him and Cardwell felt his face begin to get warm. It was too obvious.


  She had the gray pallor of all Venusians but on her it was attractive, going along as it did with large purple eyes and long, rich brows and a full, red mouth. She, too, wore a long, white gown that covered her from the throat to the ankles but the robe had slits in it here and there, now revealing, now concealing with every little movement that Naela made and she knew how to execute those movements with the finesse of a polished coquette.


  Her black hair was done up in a ball on the very top of her head and she wore it much like a crown. She smiled suddenly at Cardwell, revealing even white teeth. “I am very pleased to know you, Cardwell,” she said in a soft, throaty voice.


  Cardwell turned his attention back to Ysar. “What do you want with me?” he asked bluntly.


  Ysar frowned a little. “You are very rude, Cardwell.”


  “I can’t help it. I was born that way. Well, what do you want?”


  Ysar colored slightly. His eyes glittered with anger but his voice remained calm and suave. “I trust you will forgive us for being so forward. But it was brought to our attention that you have outfitted for a hunting expedition into the territory of the Elquaan. That journey coincides with the way to my talega and my daughter and I have been hoping that we might travel that way together.”


  “Why?”


  The wrath suddenly glowered almost uncontrollably in the Venusian’s eyes. He swallowed perceptibly and then put a check on his temper and his voice was quiet enough when he spoke. “The way is long and lonely and tedious. I had thought it would help us all to pass the time on the journey exchanging a little chit-chat. I find talking with Earth people most enjoyable. I like to hear of Earth customs and the strange Earth conception of morality.”


  “I wouldn’t be very interesting,” said Cardwell. “I haven’t been on Earth for awhile. In fact, ever since I was fourteen, I’ve spent very little time home. J knocked about space too much to spend any time on Earth.”


  “Then you know about strange planets and strange worlds!” exclaimed Ysar. “That is even better. Oh, I know we will enjoy chatting. Won’t we, Nada?”


  “Yes, my father,” she said, and threw another dazzling smile at Cardwell. She made a swift movement with her body and Cardwell caught a fleeting glimpse of a smooth breast. “I am sure we would enjoy ourselves immensely, Cardwell.”


  He could feel the pulse begin to pound in his temple. His throat was suddenly dry. “I don’t know if Miss Landers would approve,” Cardwell said slowly. “I am just her employee. I have nothing to say about matters. Confidentially, Ysar, Miss Landers is a bit of a snob. I wouldn’t be too hopeful of going along with us if I were you.”


  “Very true, Cardwell, very true!” a sharp voice said.


  Ada Landers had come up so quietly that none of the three were aware of her until she spoke. She stood there haughtily, nostrils pinched a little in anger. “If you are done slumming with the natives, Cardwell,” she said stiffly, “I’d like to put you to work. You are still working for me, aren’t you? Come then!”


  She turned on her heel and started away. Cardwell showed the palms of his hands to Ysar and his daughter and shrugged. Then, without a word, Cardwell started after the erect, swiftly-striding figure of Ada Landers. Behind him, Cardwell was conscious of Ysar’s hard, wrathful stare but Cardwell never looked back.


  Ada Landers did-not speak until she and Cardwell were in her room. She waved a hand, indicating the mussed, rifled contents of the room.


  “Somebody is interested in us, Cardwell,” she said quietly.


  The breath caught for an instant in Cardwell’s threat. Up to now he had never considered the peril of the job. It had thus far been only something to occupy his mind, to take it off the poignant, irritating knowledge that he could never more return to his native Earth.


  “Maybe it was only a thief,” he said slowly. “Is anything missing? Have you checked?”


  “Nothing. Everything was moved or touched except my chemical kit. That seems to have been most pointedly left alone.” Cardwell rubbed his chin. “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Many hunters bring such kits along to test for minerals in the country they’re hunting. You’re not so wealthy that you couldn’t stand another few million, are you, Miss Landers?”


  She showed him a sudden, warm smile and chuckled softly. “I’ll cut you in for twenty per cent of all the wealth I find. Is that satisfactory?”


  “Very. You’re most generous.”


  “Let’s take a look at your room, Cardwell. Maybe you had a nosey visitor, too, while you were out.”


  They went to Cardwell’s room. It, too, had been ransacked . . .


  III


  In what passed for dawn on Venus, Cardwell and Ada Landers left the city of Valmaa. The world changed from black to gray and that was the only difference between night and day on the planet. The thick, eternal mist forever hid the sun. On rare occasions the mist thinned out but never disappeared completely and at these times a sickly, sultry, yellow glow revealed the position of the sun that never was seen from Venus.


  The native guide, who was called Daanal, led the way. He professed to have been into the territory of the Elquaan and the Tindor Mountains several times and for this reason Cardwell had hired Daanal. The guide preceded the two elmus, the small, tusked, purple-furred beasts of burden that carried the equipment. Cardwell and Ada Landers followed behind on foot.


  They left by a side street that took them down to the edge of the Ligor Sea, then turned sharply northward toward the rolling hills that seldom could be seen from Valmaa. At first, it was a wide road that they followed but it soon narrowed into a trail which they had to traverse in single file.


  The damp, steaming growths of brush and trees reared on either side of the trail. They kept showering the travelers with large drops of water and Cardwell found it difficult to believe that it wasn’t raining. But he had been through trails like these before and so he knew otherwise.


  He watched Ada Landers as she strode along in front of him. He had not thought much about it before but now he began to wonder if she could endure the rigors of the long trip into the mountains. This was no job on which to send a woman, he thought angrily for the first time. Silently, he began to curse Inspector Holt and IPI.


  “Do you think we are being followed, Cardwell?” the girl asked quietly, her eyes suddenly very grave but not one bit frightened.


  “I’ve, had that feeling all morning,” said Cardwell.


  The girl went over to the nearest elmu and took something out of a pack. Cardwell put on the Klausman glasses with their thick, twin lenses. He had heard of these glasses that allowed a man. to penetrate both mist and the darkness of night, but this was the first time Cardwell had ever tried on a pair. He was astounded at the way the mist seemed to vanish and the distance that he could have seen had the trees and brush not been all around.


  Ada Landers was staring back down the trail with her glasses. “They’re not much help here, are they, Cardwell? About all they’re good for is hunting the griaan. There are too many turns in the trail to see if any one is following us unless they’re right behind us and we don’t need the glasses for that.”


  Cardwell nodded. “Still, we better keep them handy,” he said quietly. “Don’t worry, Ada. Daanal tells me there are open spaces in the valleys between these hills. We’ll camp there tonight . . .”


  That afternoon the eerie, high-pitched whistling began in the brush and woods all about them. Most of the time the sounds were very faint but on occasions they seemed to emanate startlingly close.


  He called a halt and went up to Daanal. “What is this, Daanal?”


  The Venusian shrugged. “The people who live in these hills are communicating with each other. They speak to each other with the reed of the alrac tree.”


  “What are they saying?” asked Cardwell.


  Daanal shrugged.


  “I do not know. I recognize only the sound and not the message.”


  The trail kept dropping and soon the brush began to thin out, the trees no longer grew and then the trail widened into a road again, winding among waist-high grasses. Through the Klausman lenses, Cardwell saw that they had reached a wide clearing. He ordered Daanal to stop and pitch camp. The grayness was getting thicker, darker. Soon it would be night.


  The whistling seemed to have stopped now that they were halted for the night. Strangely enough, the silence seemed more frightening and ominous than the eerie wailing. The mist thickened and swept in billowing, swirling clouds across the clearing and Cardwell was thankful for the Klausmans that allowed him to penetrate the mist and the dark. He had a chill feeling that he would need them very much before this night was out.


  The aborigines were not long in striking. First there was a small moaning sound far out in the darkness but it was a sound emanating from human throats and not countless reeds. The Klausmans allowed Cardwell to see through the shadows and darkness but not through the tall grass. It was evidently in this that the aborigines were approaching. He could see the tops shudder and move as if things were crawling through them.


  Cardwell reached out and patted one of the girl’s hands. It was cold but there was not the hint of a tremble in it. They were back to back, Evans rifles grasped in their hands, Evans pistols on the ground beside them. Daanal cowered among the elmus to one side but Cardwell could not shake the impression that the Venusian only pretended to be frightened.


  Though they crouched in the thick misty darkness, Cardwell realized it was not much of a shield. He had heard it claimed that certain aborigines on the planet could see as well in the dark as in the misty daylight. It was a known fact that all Venusians were bothered very little by the eternal fog. They seemed to be born with some special faculty that enabled them to see great distances through the mist that at times almost blinded Earth people.


  “You take your side of the clearing, Ada,” Cardwell said quietly, “and I’ll take this side.” He hesitated, then said, “We’ll be all right. Our Evanses should be more than a match for them. They’re probably armed only with knives.”


  “I’m not scared if that’s what you’re thinking,” came the girl’s even voice. “I volunteered for this, Cardwell. I knew all along I wasn’t going to the junior prom.”


  Cardwell grinned a little. “You’ll do, Ada.”


  The moaning came again, swelling this time into a great mourning dirge that still carried with it a primal, bestial lust and savagery. This was the aborigines’ war cry and at the wailing height of it they suddenly erupted upright out of the tall grass, long knives brandished, and then came hurtling forward.


  Cardwell said, “Now, Ada,” through his teeth, and depressed the trigger of his rifle. The weapon hissed raucously and a blue bolt hurtled out of the barrel and caught one of the primitives and lifted him bodily, screaming and thrashing, and then flung him down out of sight in the tall grasses.


  Breath caught tight in his cheat, every nerve taut, Cardwell kept the long Evans working. Another bolt from the weapon blasted the head off another aborigine, another primitive went down screaming with a gaping hole burned through his belly. Krohnite fumes rose from the hard-working Evans, almost gagging Cardwell with their pungency. Behind him, Cardwell could hear the steady snarled hissing of Ada’s Evans and the screams of the aborigines she was bowling over mingled with those collapsing before Cardwell’s weapon.


  Suddenly, when the shrieks were at an ear-splitting crescendo and the stench of burnt flesh and Krohnite fumes were almost unbearable, the primitives broke. A moaning command swept down their shattered lines and then they turned and began fleeing toward the shelter of the trees. It was then that Cardwell became aware of the other two weapons flashing up where the trail emerged out of the woods. It was this, Cardwell figured, rather than his and Ada’s decimation of the aborigines’ ranks that had sent them racing in panicked flight.


  The girl, too, had noticed these flashes and she put a hand on Cardwell’s sleeve. “What do you make of it?” she asked in a strained voice.


  Now all was quiet except for a few moans of the dying primitives. The flashes up at the edge of the woods ceased and Cardwell, peering narrowly through the Klausmans, said:


  “They’re starting toward us. We’ll know in a minute who they are but we won’t take chances. Keep your Evans ready, Ada.”


  There were two of them approaching the camp, crossing the clearing with their Evans rifles held at arm’s length above their heads, signalling friendship. The breath caught in Cardwell’s throat as he recognized them.


  The two were Ysar and his daughter, Naela . . .


  IV


  Under the circumstances, Cardwell and Ada Landers could not refuse Ysar and Naela permission to accompany them, although neither Cardwell nor Ada liked the idea very much. They would have preferred going on by themselves since they could not bring themselves to completely trust the Venusian and his daughter. But Cardwell and Ada could not deny that the two Venusians had done them a valuable favor in helping to drive off the aborigines and so they reluctantly agreed to having Ysar and Naela with them.


  The next two days passed without incident and on the evening of the third day after they had left Valmaa, the travelers found themselves at the foot of the Tindor Mountains. As they pitched camp that night, Ysar announced that in the morning he and his daughter would take another way to reach their home in the mountains. Cardwell received this information with a great amount of relief.


  Not that the trip had been unpleasant, Cardwell thought. Ysar had proved to be very affable and his stories of the planet and its history had been most entertaining. Naela’s attentions had been directed boldly and unabashedly at Cardwell and he was finding them more difficult to resist all along. Naela was just about the most attractive woman Cardwell had seen on Venus or any other planet.


  This evening, after they had eaten, Naela snuggled up close to Cardwell and turned her big, purple eyes on him. “I will miss you, Cardwell,” she said sadly. “I will think of you often on our lonely talega.”


  Cardwell had to exert a concerted effort to keep from putting his arms around her. His throat constricted. “Don’t you have any handsome Venusians to help you pass the time on your talega?” he asked lightly.


  “I do not consider Venusians handsome,” said Naela, pouting a little. “Besides, there are no young men on our talega, none that are worthy of me. Why don’t you come and stay with us, Cardwell?”


  She snuggled closer, very warm against him now, and he could feel the animal desire begin to rise in him. “You forget that I am employed by Miss Landers. I must go where she commands.”


  Naela’s eyes narrowed a little as she stared up at him. “But you will not be employed by her forever, will you? After you are done working for her, then you will come to our talega, won’t you? It should not take long to hunt the griaan. With the Evans rifles you should experience no difficulty in killing several of the beasts quickly. Then you will be finished, will you not?”


  An innate caution stirred in Cardwell. “I suppose so.”


  “What do you mean—you suppose so? Do you have other matters besides hunting?”


  I Cardwell stared narrowly at Naela. It was this that disturbed him, this that aroused the distrust in him, this constant harping on whether he would be through with his job once several griaan were taken.


  “What other matters could I have?” he said carefully.


  “Then you will be through after you have killed a few griaan. Then you will come to our talega!”


  Cardwell smiled slightly. “Not so fast. I must accompany Miss Landers back to Valmaa. My job does not finish until I have taken her back to the city. That was in our agreement.”


  “But then you will be through,” Naela persisted. “Then you will come to our talega, will you not?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Don’t you like me, Cardwell?” she asked throatily, pressing still closer to him. “After all, my father and I saved you from those primitives. Are you not grateful?”


  Naela’s face was lifted, her mouth was enticingly close to Cardwell’s, he could feel the urge start overwhelmingly in him. Then he sensed the eyes watching him and he abruptly pulled his head back just as his lips began to brush the girl’s.


  Ada Landers stood in the entrance of her tent, watching Cardwell and Naela. There was an amused smile on Ada’s face. “What a paragon of self-restraint you are, Cardwell,” said Ada, unable to hide the mirth in her voice.


  “Oh, dry up,” said Cardwell.


  Naela was looking, too, at Ada but the Venusian girl made no attempt to pull away from Cardwell. Ada Landers came ahead, still smiling slightly.


  “You don’t mind if I watch, do you, doll?” she asked Naela. “I am always anxious to pick up a few pointers on how to attract the opposite sex. Perhaps I’ve been too subtle in my attempts. You’re teaching me things, doll.”


  Naela glowered at Ada but said nothing. Ada arched her brows as she looked at the revealing rents in Naela’s gown. “Do you have a spare robe with you, doll? Maybe if I was dressed in one of those, Cardwell would find me attractive, too.”


  “Cut it out, Ada,” growled Cardwell, feeling very uncomfortable now with Naela so warm and tight against him and Ada amusedly watching his discomfiture. He began to gently push Naela from him. The Venusian girl got the hint and abruptly jumped to her feet. She glared at Ada and made as if to speak, then checked herself. She turned and smiled provocatively down at Cardwell.


  “If you were at our talega, Cardwell, there would be none of these unpleasant interruptions,” she said softly. “Remember that, won’t you?”


  With that, Naela walked away to the other side of the camp where Ysar sat, impassively watching them. Ada chuckled. “Poor Cardwell,” she murmured teasingly, then she turned to see Ysar approaching them.


  Ysar stared somewhat intently at Ada for a moment, then turned his glance on Cardwell and smiled affably again. “I take it that like all Earth people you regard us as a backward planet?”


  “I can’t see what else you’d call yourself, Ysar. Why, your planet did not even know the invention of the wheel until Earth came. True, you’ve built some great cities and some wonderful, immense buildings even without the wheel to move the large stones. What else do you have to show?”


  “I see that you, like all Earth people, are strictly materialistic, Cardwell,” said Ysar, smiling somewhat arrogantly. “You can not conceive of anything possessing value unless it has substance. We Venusian scientists, and there are many of us, scorn the material things. We deal solely with the science of the mind.”


  Ysar leaned forward, face suffused with some secret compulsion. “You Earth people understand things in terms of conquest, do you not? All right, Cardwell. Let’s say that you have some highly advanced machine, some terrible weapon which is the result of years of scientific research. You turn that machine or weapon on me. I have nothing to defend myself but my bare hands and my mind. But if I could somehow control your mind, if I could render it useless and helpless, then what good would your machine or weapon be to you, Cardwell? Who would triumph, you or I?”


  The ugly implications of it began to stir darkly in Cardwell. If true, it was somewhat monstrous and terrifying but Cardwell could not bring himself to believe that Ysar was serious about it. “The whole thing is fantastic, Ysar,” Cardwell said slowly. “How could you or any other individual or any combination of individuals hope to control an unlimited number of minds? Perhaps you could control one or a few but remember this, I would not be the only one with a machine or a weapon. There would be countless others. You could not control all their minds at the same time.”


  Ysar’s eyes narrowed. A note of menace entered his voice. “You do not believe, perhaps, that I can control even one mind?”


  Cardwell said carefully, “I see that you and your daughter carry Evans rifles. Instead of using them on the aborigines, why didn’t you drive them off with your mind?”


  A swift, dark wrath diffused the Venusian’s face. “You mock, Earthling,” he burst out in sudden, unchecked anger. “Beware that you do not mock once too often!”


  V


  A feeling of vast relief came over Cardwell the next morning as he and Ada Landers and Daanal proceeded without Ysar and Naela. Cardwell supposed that he owed something to the two Venusians for their aid in the fight with the Aborigines but Cardwell well began to feel more and more that the incident had been deliberately instigated. True, a number of the primitives had been killed which tended to arouse some doubts that Ysar had planned the attack and the subsequent rescue. But Cardwell knew how little human life was regarded on Venus and so he began to suspect strongly that Ysar had perpetrated the whole matter as a trick and excuse to join Cardwell and Ada and, thus, perhaps, learn if there was more to their journey into the mountains than hunting the griaan.


  As they began to advance on higher ground, Cardwell found that the mist was not so thick any more nor did it hug the ground so closely. It had lifted and seemed to hang suspended from ten to fifteen feet overhead, a gray, threatening expanse of impenetrable cloud.


  All that day they encountered not a sign a life, either human or animal. What land they could see extended precipitous and desolate and barren. A few short shrubs grew in scattered, lonely isolation and, at times, they saw a lavender lichen growth clinging to the gray-green rocks.


  Cardwell noted Ada’s interest in this growth. Once, when they had halted to rest, Cardwell asked Daanal, “What is that growth called?”


  “Naalem.”


  “Naalem? Is it good for anything?”


  Daanal shrugged. “I do not know.”


  “You don’t know anything, do you, Daanal?” asked Cardwell, his voice thinning. “You didn’t even know that those aborigines were going to attack us, did you?”


  Daanal hung his head. “I am only a guide,” he muttered. “I know only the way into and out of these mountains.”


  “All right,” said Cardwell. “But remember this, Daanal. I have not forgotten that attack by the primitives. Don’t let another thing like that happen or you’ll pay for it! Now get on with you!”


  Daanal picked up the ropes that led the elmus and started onward. Cardwell glanced questioningly at Ada. She said softly so that Daanal could not hear, “That’s the lichen, all right, but it’s much smaller and scraggly than the one used for Panaceum. Still it looks like we’re on the right track.”


  It was late in the afternoon that they spied the man. He was a dim figure far ahead of them and instantly Cardwell whipped on the Klausmans, aware that Ada was doing the same. The man appeared to be kneeling on the ground. He was building small mounds of earth with his hands.


  He was clothed only in a loin cloth and he had the sickly gray skin and long, disheveled black hair of the Venusians. He seemed unaware of the approach of the others. He knelt on the ground and with his hands piled dirt with child-like, innocent preoccupation.


  Daanal steered a wide berth around the kneeling man and Cardwell had to shout twice, angrily, before Daanal halted. The guide was visibly frightened. Cardwell was tempted to ask the guide the reason for his fright but expected the same old evasive answer. So Cardwell held his peace.


  He stopped and stared at the kneeling man. Ada Landers had come up and she, too, stared down at the Venusian who went on placidly building his tiny mounds of earth. There was something eerie and uglily ominous in the Venusian’s simple, childish engrossment.


  Cardwell glanced at Ada. Her face was very grave and the muscles about her mouth were stiff with strain. A haunted, compassionate look lived in her eyes.


  Cardwell turned his attention back to the Venusian. The kneeling man had thus far given no indication that he was aware of the presence of any one. He finished another round cone, patted it fastidiously into shape, gurgled happily and started on another pile.


  “You,” said Cardwell. “What are you doing?”


  The Venusian went right on building another tiny mound. He said nothing. He did not even appear to have heard Cardwell.


  “I asked you what you’re doing?” said Cardwell, louder.


  The Venusian scratched at the earth to loosen it and then drew it together and with the palms of his hands fashioned it into a tiny cone. He began patting it to make it retain its shape. He burbled with pleasure.


  Cardwell reached down and grabbed the Venusian’s hair and roughly jerked the man’s head back so that his face looked, up at Cardwell.


  “Answer me,” growled Cardwell. “Why are you doing this?”


  There was an unnerving vacuity in the Venusian’s eyes. His mouth spread in a wide, amiable smile. He made soft, happy sounds in his throat. The vile import of it began to dawn on Cardwell and he was about to speak to Ada when the shout came from off to the left:


  “Get away from that fellow!”


  Cardwell looked up, startled. He still held on to the Venusian’s hair. The voice shouted again, “Let go the man and stand back. Quick now!”


  Cardwell saw him then. This man must have come out of a ravine whose gaping mouth showed in the distance. The man was about fifty feet away and he had an Evans rifle at his shoulder. The weapon was pointed at Cardwell.


  Cardwell stepped back. He saw the aim of the Evans shift and lower slightly and as the intent became abruptly apparent to him he started to cry out but it was too late. A blue bolt shot out of the Evans and there was the sudden sickening odor of scorched flesh and the kneeling Venusian toppled over on his side without a sound.


  Cardwell’s knuckles were white from the force of his grip on the Evans pistol at his side. But the Evans rifle was once again pointing at him. Slowly, reluctantly, Cardwell released his grip and held his hands away from his sides. The man with the rifle began walking toward them.”


  This newcomer was tall with wide shoulders and a hard, darkly handsome face. There was a well-trimmed mustache above his mouth and a neatly-clipped goatee on his chin. With a start, Cardwell recognized him as a man from Earth.


  The fellow lowered his rifle, holding it against his side, but the gaping muzzle still pointed at Cardwell. The fellow showed his teeth in a white smile and said:


  “I just did you a big favor, bud.”


  “I don’t call cold-blooded murder a favor!”


  The man with the rifle laughed easily. “Relax. The name is Hastings, bud, Paul Hastings. I’m a trader in these mountains.”


  “The natives up here get that way once in a while,” Hastings said smoothly. “Something snaps in their brain and they go amok. At times, they’re docile and harmless, then suddenly they become ferocious killers.” He nodded at the dead Venusian. “This one did in three of my boys and then escaped. I’ve been trailing him since early morning. I know he looked harmless to you, bud, but he could have attacked you at any instant.”


  Cardwell stared hard at Hastings. The man was too glib, too smooth to satisfy Cardwell. Cardwell knew that he could never bring himself to quite believe anything that Hastings might say. Still, Cardwell felt, this was as good a time as any to establish himself and Ada in the roles of griaan hunters.


  “I’m Cardwell,” he said. “This is Miss Landers. We’re heading for the territory of the Elquaan to hunt the griaan.”


  “Oh?” said Hastings, pursing his lips. His eyes swept narrowly, appraisingly over the packs on the two elmus. Then he uttered his short, falsely-jovial laugh. “This is in the nature of a coincidence then. I do all my business with the Elquaan. I trade in Naalem.”


  Cardwell smiled politely. “I’m afraid that the only thing Miss Landers and I are interested in is the griaan. Are there any hereabouts?”


  “You’ll undoubtedly catch a glimpse of some tomorrow but I wouldn’t shoot at any if I were you, Cardwell. You had better contact the Elquaan and secure their permission first. They won’t refuse permission but they like to be asked. After all, this is their territory and they like to be acknowledged its masters.”


  “Well, thanks for the tip, Hastings. Will we be able to reach the Elquaan Village tomorrow?”


  For the first time Hastings gave a good look at Ada. The glance was bold and frankly appraising and Ada colored a little under it. Hastings chuckled. “I’d like to go on with you, Cardwell. I really would. But my camp is way back there and I’ve got business to attend to. But you’ll see me around at the village.”


  He chuckled again and started away. At the mouth of the ravine, he turned and waved once, then disappeared into the dark, yawning mouth.


  Cardwell glanced at Ada. There was sweat above her mouth and on her forehead and she sighed with relief. She held Cardwell’s eyes and said softly, so that Daanal might not hear:


  “That Venusian that Hastings killed—. The poor fellow had been fed Quaa, Cardwell! . . .”


  VI


  The village of the Elquaan lay in a small valley in the mountains. The spot was about the most beautiful that Cardwell had seen on Venus and he had knocked around most of the planet. The mountainsides reared precipitous and apparently unscalable on either side of the valley. The air was thin and cool and the perpetual mist hung far overhead, the highest Cardwell had ever seen it. The floor of the valley was lush and green and several quiet creeks flowed through the valley.


  The village was situated on one side of the valley, at the foot of an immense peak whose tip was forever hidden in thick, impenetrable cloud. The village consisted of primitive thatched huts, circular in shape, with a conical roof in the center of which was cut a hole for the smoke from the fire to leave the hut.


  The reception that Cardwell and Ada Landers received from the Elquaan ranged on the indifferent. Obviously, there had been other hunters from Earth here before and so Earthmen were no novelty to the Elquaan. Then, too, Hastings had claimed to do business with the tribe.


  The Elquaan were rather small in stature, none that Card-well saw appearing to be more than five and a half feet in height. They had the ubiquitous gray skin and long black hair of all Venusians. But the Elquaan differed in their clothing. All the other Venusians that Cardwell had ever seen wore either plain white robes or garments fashioned out of brightly colored cloth. The Elquaan were dressed in the auburn skins taken from the griaan.


  Cardwell and Ada were readily granted permission to hunt the griaan, that is, the auburn ones. The white griaan they were forbidden to molest. To the Elquaan, the white griaan were sacred.


  Cardwell and Ada made plans to hunt the following morning and so informed Daanal. The guide had lost his passivity and sultenness. It was obvious that he was among friends. Hie breath reeked from much wassailing and Cardwell thought wryly that he wasn’t the only person on Venus who liked a nip now and then.


  They pitched camp on the edge of the village with little help from Daanal. At the first opportunity he slipped away and Cardwell cursed a while, then let it pass.


  They had just finished their meal that night when Paul Hastings emerged out of the darkness. There was a broad, amiable smile on his face and he had on clean whites and smelled of cologne water and talcum. His mustache and goatee were fastidiously groomed and he gave the impression that he knew he was quite a striking and handsome figure.


  “Hello, folks,” he greeted Cardwell and Ada loudly. “I said I’d see you again at the village.” He gave that keen and appraising look at Ada again. “Seeing you makes me homesick for the women of Earth again, honey. You’re a sight for sore eyes, honey.”


  Ada colored, red spots of anger glowed on her cheeks, her nostrils quivered with rage. “You might be a ball of fire among your Venusian beauties, Hastings, with a line like that but with me you don’t even fizz. Good night!”


  With that, Ada Landers turned on her heel and stalked into her tent.


  Hastings pulled a bottle from a hip pocket, winked at Cardwell and proffered it to him. “Imported stuff from Earth, Cardwell,” said Hastings. “Real scotch. Go on and wet your throat. I’ve got plenty of this stuff at my camp.”


  Cardwell told himself he was going to take only one drink. He would not have taken even that if it wasn’t that such a long time had elapsed since he had tasted any good Earth liquor. So he took a deep swallow out of the bottle, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and sighed with pleasure.


  There was a strange glitter in Hastings’ eyes. The smile on his mouth looked falsely amiable. “Go on, Cardwell,” he urged. “Have some more scotch.”


  Cardwell drank deeply. As the liquor warmed his stomach, he began to feel better. Some of the depression and worry lifted from him.


  “How come you can afford scotch, Hastings? Is there that much money in trading in Naalem?”


  “Oh, I have other angles.” Hastings peered closely at Cardwell. “Don’t you have any other angles, Cardwell? You can’t make much money as a hunting guide.”


  “I do all right.”


  Cardwell took another drink.


  “You can keep the bottle,” said Hastings. “I’ll let you kill it. I’ve got plenty more at my camp.”


  Anger and resentment began to rise in Cardwell. “Is that all you’ve got at your camp for me?”


  “For you?” asked Hastings, his head coming up. “I don’t get you, bud.”


  “You get me all right,” growled Cardwell. “You’re trying to get me. drunk.”


  A hurt look came over Hastings’ face. “You’ve got me all wrong, Cardwell. I just came to pass the time. I’m sick of these ignorant, stinking Elquaan. You’re from Earth and I wanted to talk to one of my own kind. I’m not trying to get any one drunk.”


  “I say you’re deliberately trying to get me drunk,” snarled Cardwell, lunging to his feet, “and if you-deny it, then you’re a rotten, stinking, filthy liar, Hastings! You’re trying to get me drunk so you can pump me!”


  Hastings rose carefully to his feet. Once a spasm of rage rolled unchecked and naked across his features, then he showed a smile that was all face. “Take it easy, pal,” he said soothingly. “I’m your friend. I’m from Earth. I just want to be sociable and pass the time. I just offered you a sociable drink. You don’t have to kill the bottle now. Take a sip every day.”


  “You know damn well once I’ve started I can’t stop,” snarled Cardwell, quivering with wrath. “I’m not so tight yet that my mind has stopped working. Who told you about me, Hastings? Who sent you to get me drunk?”


  “No one sent me, bud. I came of my own accord.”


  “You’re a liar. You’re a stinking coward. Anybody who’d shoot down a poor helpless native full of Quaa is nothing but a dirty, rotten, yellow-bellied coward!”


  “Cardwell!”


  The word cracked out like the snap of a lash. Cardwell tensed, turned and saw Ada Landers standing in the entrance of her tent. There was an Evans pistol in her hand. It was not pointing anywhere in particular but the girl’s attitude plainly indicated that she was prepared to use the weapon if necessary.


  “That will be enough, Cardwell,” the girl went on, lips white and stiff. “I did not hire you to brawl.” Her cold eyes fastened on Hastings. “I think you had better leave, Hastings,” she said coolly. “You’ve caused enough damage for one night.”


  Hastings smiled and bowed. There was a look of smug satisfaction on his dark face. “I’ll be seeing you, honey,” he said. Then, with a careless wave of his hand, he was gone in the darkness.


  Ada took Cardwell’s arm and led him into her tent. She tried to take the bottle from him but he hung on to it all the more tightly. “You fool, Cardwell,” she hissed so that only he could hear. “You miserable, drunken fool!”


  Cardwell could feel the liquor whirling around in his skull. He kept experiencing intermittently exhilaration and an ugly rage. “I’m all right,” he growled, “I know what I’m doing.”


  “Put that bottle away, Cardwell.”


  “I can handle the stuff.”


  She gave him a long, slitted, speculative look, then she came close to him, smiling a little, close enough so that the scent of her perfume permeated through the liquor dullness in Cardwell’s mind.


  “I need you, Cardwell,” she said huskily. “I’m depending on you. You won’t let me down, will you?”


  Her nearness now made Cardwell oblivious to all else. He became aware only of what he had been fighting more and more each successive day. He could not explain how it had happened to him. At first, he had thought of Ada as a haughty, irritable snob. He had actually disliked her then. But, gradually, the dislike and then the indifference faded and vanished. Now it was something entirely different, something deep and aching and constricting in his throat and deep in his chest.


  He reached out and pulled her roughly against him and bruised his mouth down on hers. He felt her tense and go rigid against him and there was no warmth in her mouth, only a savage, distasteful repulsing of him. This saddened him and also made him angry.


  “It’s me who needs you, Ada,” he said huskily. “I’ve got to have something to grab on to, something to anchor myself to. I just keep drifting helplessly but if I had you I’d stop, Ada. I know I’d stop. You mean everything to me, Ada.”


  She read the sincerity in his face and something like regret crossed her face. “I’m sorry, Cardwell,” she whispered. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have led you into it. Please believe me when I say I’m sorry.”


  “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he cried, squeezing her arms until she winced. “Now you know how you stand with me. You know what you mean to me. Don’t I mean anything to you?”


  She averted her eyes. “I’m very fond of you, Cardwell.”


  “Fond? Is that all?”


  “Yes, Cardwell.”


  A roiling ugliness began to stir deep in him. “Why?” he growled. “Because I’m a no-good space-bum?”


  “Don’t say that, Cardwell. You know it isn’t because of that.”


  “But I am a no-good spacebum,” he insisted angrily. “I’m a soak. I drink too much. I’m no damn good for anything.”


  “Please, Cardwell,” she begged, her face strained. “There—there’s someone else. Back on Earth. We’re to be married when I return. It’s only him for me, Cardwell. It will always be only him for me. I wouldn’t have told you this except that I want you to know why I feel this way. It’s nothing against you, Cardwell.”


  “It is against me,” he snarled, pushing her roughly from him. He grabbed his bottle and drank deeply. Some of the liquor spilled and trickled down his chin. He reeled a little. “I’m a rotten, lousy space-bum exiled on this stinking, filthy planet. You’ve got no use for the likes of me. That’s how it is, isn’t it? I’ve got nothing to give you, only a share in my exile. Nothing else. So you’ve got no use for me. You’ve—”


  She put her hands over her ears while tears welled in her eyes and began to trickle down her cheeks. “Stop it, Cardwell, stop it.”


  He went on unheedingly, full in the grip of his drunken rage. “You’ve got no liking for me, only a fondness. That’s what you said, isn’t it? You’re fond of me. Well, I’m not fond of you. I love you and that’s the beginning of it and the end of it. I love you and nothing else on this stinking planet. I hate it. I hate the mist and the clouds. I hate the people. I hate the stinking air. I hate Earth. I hate everything on Earth and from Earth. I don’t give a damn about anything any more. You hear? That goes for your fancy job, too. You know where you can shove it. I’m done with it. I’m done with everything. I’m done with everything but getting stinking drunk again!”


  “Oh, Cardwell, Cardwell,” she moaned, “what have I done? I didn’t mean to hurt you. I wouldn’t hurt you for anything. Come to me, Cardwell. I’m sorry. Let me put you to bed. I’ll look after you, Cardwell.”


  “Like hell you will!” he cried, wrenching away from her as she grabbed his sleeve. He brandished the bottle. “Don’t you come near me, you hear? I’m killing this bottle and don’t you dare stop me. You hear, Ada? . . .”


  VII


  To Cardwell, when he first saw a griaan, the animal was an incongruity. In his eyes it seemed to be a weird cross of two of the animals of Earth—the deer and the bear. The griaan’s body was thick and hulking like that of the bear and it was covered by a coarse, heavy, auburn fur. But the head, especially the three-pronged antlers, was on the order of a big buck.


  Cardwell would have attributed the weirdness of the animal’s appearance to an aftermath of his drinking bout except that the griaan had been described to him back in the city of Valmaa. So he knew it was not a deceptive trick of his eyes as he stood on the edge of this mountain meadow and watched several griaan grazing.


  Hie head still throbbed faintly but the intense, pounding agony of early that morning was gone. The cool, bitter air and the long hike to this hidden meadow in the mountains had helped to clear his mind but the needling recriminations and the regret and shame for his words and actions of the previous night still remained in Cardwell.


  He had hardly spoken with Ada Landers this morning. She had reflected the same coolness and distance in her approaches to him. Cardwell was inestimably sorry for what had been done but nevertheless the truth lived achingly in him. He loved her. Had he not been angry and drunk, he never would have informed her. But whether she knew it or not, it made no difference to Cardwell. He loved her poignantly and hopelessly.


  Daanal and two of the Elquaan who had been hired for the hunt had worked around to the other side of the meadow with the purpose of frightening the griaan into a stampede. By now they should be directly across from the spot where Cardwell and Ada stood at the edge of the meadow. The griaan were wary and suspicious and to approach them in the open would be impossible. The range was too great for accuracy so it had been decided to stampede the animals and Ada would try to drop one of them on the dead run.


  Cardwell said, “I’ll go on ahead a little ways to turn them in toward you should they try to break into the trees in that direction. You should be able to get a good shot at their flanks as they pass.” He eyed her narrowly. “Be careful. They don’t have very good eyesight but once they spot something on the ground they charge it. Those antlers are wicked.”


  Her lips were pale. Cardwell did not know if it was because of the hunt or him. “I’m all right,” she said stiffly. “I can handle an Evans. You know that if you’ll remember the aborigines.”


  He wanted to say more but could not bring himself to do so. Without further word, he walked off, skirting the edge of the trees that rimmed the meadow. He had just reached his position when Daanal and the Elquaan went into action.


  There sounded the shrill screeching of a reed, then a couple of drums began to pound. Instantly, the heads of the griaan flung up. For a moment the beasts stood there in frozen startledness. Then a harsh blast of alarm and terror roared out of the throats of the griaan. Their massive heads ducked down, the antlers pointing sharp and straight ahead to clear their path, and the griaan bolted.


  They tore across the meadow at a ground-shaking run, the thunder of their flight marked by shrill blasts of rage and fright. There was a precipitous cliff along the far side of the meadow and most of the griaan raced along in the lee of this bluff. However, two of the animals broke away from the others and started thundering across the meadow at Cardwell’s position.


  He raised the Evans rifle. Through the Klausmans, he took aim at the ground in front of the streaking griaan and began to fire. The fuming bolts kicked up huge clods of turf and flung them into the griaans’ eyes. The beasts snorted, blasted an alarm, and pulled up sharply. Cardwell shifted the Evans and fired two bolts behind the animals and abruptly the two griaan wheeled and began to bear down on Ada’s position.


  When the griaan had stampeded, the girl had come out into the meadow several steps to get a better shot. Now the two griaan spotted her and they blasted a cry of primal rage and bore down on her with antlers lowered.


  The girl evidenced no fright. Cardwell marvelled as she dropped down on one knee and aimed the Evans at the onrushing, bellowing beasts. She pointed the Evans and nothing happened. Sudden fear clogged Cardwell’s throat.


  “Shoot, Ada, shoot!” he shouted hoarsely.


  Still the girl did not fire. Cardwell saw the rifle waver, then the girl frantically cast it from her and grabbed for the Evans pistol in the holster at her side. She threw up the pistol, aimed it—but did not fire.


  A horrible implication filled Cardwell but he did not have the time to follow it through to its ugly conclusion. The range was great but he had to take the chance. The two thundering griaan were almost on the girl. A shriek tore out of her throat.


  Cardwell’s lips were compressed tightly as he sighted down the long barrel of the Evans. A prayer throbbed in his heart. He fired and one of the griaan blasted a scream of mortal agony and went hurtling head over heels. Cardwell shifted his aim to the other charging beast.


  The first bolt missed. The second took the griaan high on the rump and hurtled the beast sideways but with a furious bellow of bestial rage the griaan recovered and started again for the girl. She broke into a run but she could never outdistance the griaan even if the animal were wounded.


  Cardwell fired again. This bolt took the griaan in the flank and erupted a shriek of agony out of the beast. Its gallop broke, its speed slowed but it did not stop. The griaan still bore down on Ada with sufficient speed to overtake her. Cardwell fired once more. A mortal roar tore out of the animal. It went down on its knees as it reached Ada. A swing of the monstrous head and the antlers sent the girl sprawling. The griaan struggled to regain its feet but life suddenly and abruptly fled and the beast lay unmoving on its side.


  Ilia heart a blob of ice, Cardwell raced toward the fallen girl. A glad cry broke from him as he saw her stir and then, sit up, shaking her head, as \he approached her. Her face was drawn with strain, a dismal fear still lurked in the depths of her eyes. She pushed him away as he dropped to his knees beside her and the act hurt Cardwell immeasurably. But he was grateful that she appeared unharmed.


  “I’m all right,” she said. “Thanks, Cardwell.”


  “What happened? Why didn’t you shoot?”


  Ada’s lips were a thin, white line. “I pulled the trigger but nothing happened. It was the same with the rifle, and the pistol.”


  That dark, chilling implication hit Cardwell again and this time he did not have to think very hard to understand how it was. He remembered running off at the mouth the night before. He remembered his slip about Quaa. Now it all added up.


  Feeling miserable and guilty, he walked over to where Ada had thrown the Evans rifle. Cardwell picked up the weapon and examined it carefully. With a pocket knife he removed the master screw and slipped out the ammo chamber. The Krohnite had been neutralized, making the weapon useless.


  He became conscious that Ada was standing beside him. “It’s all my fault,” said Cardwell wretchedly. “I got drunk and talked too much and then somebody sneaked in last night and tampered with your guns. I’m just a no-good, rotten—”


  “Stop it. Cardwell,” Ada said sharply. “The harm has been done. Recriminations won’t help. At least, we know one thing now—Hastings must be in the gang involved with Quaa. First there was the native that Hastings killed. Then last night he heard your slip about Quaa.” She smiled suddenly, brightly and some of the sting went out of Cardwell. “Cheer up, Cardwell. We’re making progress. Only from now we’ll have to be doubly careful.


  VIII


  Early the next morning, there was a bustle of activity in the village of the Elquaan. Cardwell inquired of Daanal as to the reason for this and Daanal informed him that this was the day the sacred white griaan was to be sacrificed.


  Cardwell and Ada proceeded with their preparations for another hunting foray. The day before they had passed by the steep cliffs and ledges where the Naalem was cultivated and it was their intention to keep passing by the place for several days, hoping thus to allay suspicion, and then to secure several samples of the Naalem for examination and testing. They knew that Quaa was undetectable but still they hoped to find evidences that the Naalen had been tampered with.


  Cardwell and Ada were getting ready to leave their camp when they saw the two persons approaching. A chill of apprehension struck Cardwell as he recognized the two. Despite their robes of white griaan fur, they were instantly recognizable to Cardwell.


  The two were Ysar and Naela.


  Ysar bowed and said, “Welcome to my talega, Cardwell. You, too, Miss Landers.”


  Naela grinned mischievously at Cardwell. “I see you availed yourself of my invitation, Cardwell. I trust we shall have many pleasant moments together.”


  The shock of this information still lived dully in Cardwell. “Is this your holding?” he asked, waving an arm. “Is this valley of the Elquaan your talega?”


  “It is,” said Ysar.


  “But—but I do not understand?”


  Ysar smiled broadly. “You mean you can not conceive of my daughter and I being of the Elquaan?” He drew himself up proudly. “That is true, Cardwell’. I am of the Elquaan. I am their lord.”


  “The Elquaan are so primitive,” said Cardwell. “You are very well educated, Ysar.”


  A vain smile touched Ysar’s mouth. “It has been the custom for centuries for the lords of the Elquaan to send their families to the cities to be educated and to acquire knowledge, thus to enable them to better rule their subjects.” He looked narrowly at Cardwell and Ada and at their weapons “You are going hunting today?”


  “That’s right,” said Cardwell. “We got two griaan yesterday but in shooting them we ruined the heads for trophies. We hope to have better luck today.”


  “I was hoping you would stay for the festival and sacrifice of the sacred griaan today.”


  Ada smiled. “The griaan will be there tomorrow. We can hunt then. Thank you very much, Ysar, for your invitation. We shall certainly avail ourselves of it. It sounds like a lot of fun.”


  Ysar bowed. Cardwell could not get over the faint feeling of a leering mockery in the Venusian.


  In the center of the village a stout cage had been built from small trees and in the cage was a white griaan. These albinos were rather numerous and were held in fearful, superstitious esteem by the Elquaan. The more plentiful auburn griaan were hunted by the Elquaan and their flesh used for sustenance and their hides for clothing and the sharpened antlers for the tips of spears.


  It was toward the middle of the day that the actual ceremony began, with Ysar acting as high priest.


  Behind Ysar came Naela. She, too, walked with a haughty, mysterious mien, looking neither to the right nor to the left. Both Ysar and Naela were clothed in long robes of white griaan fur. On his head Ysar wore a pair of immense antlers much like a crown or an investment of authority.


  In his right hand Ysar carried what Cardwell thought of as a baton. It seemed to be a round piece of wood about three feet long and two inches in diameter. The rod was covered with intricate carvings, tinted in brilliant hues, and studded here and there were twinkling, precious stones. As he came to a halt in front of the cage, Ysar lifted the baton.


  A great hush fell over the crowd of Elquaan. The only sound was their quiet, spaced, intense breathing. In a loud, ringing voice, Ysar addressed the griaan in the cage.


  “O thou precious and revered animal, be it known to all that we are about to sacrifice thee. My beloved people, come ye to the feast. Come ye and participate in the sending away of our noble and esteemed god. He is about to undertake the long and joyful journey to his ancestors. Come ye, my people, and speed him on his way. Come!”


  With that, Ysar lowered his baton and stepped aside. Instantly, a score of Elquaan stepped ahead. They opened the door of the cage and two of them went inside and fastened a rope about the griaan’s neck. The animal must have been in captivity for a long time, Cardwell thought, for it evidenced no fright of the Elquaan nor gave any sign of hostility. Meekly, it allowed itself to be led out of the cage. It was then tied to a pole a few feet away from the cage.


  Ysar stepped ahead, raised his baton, and again addressed the griaan. “O thou divine one, thou wast. sent into the world for us to hunt. O thou precious little divinity, we worship thee. We have been kind to thee. We have loved thee. Now we are about to send thee to thy father and mother. Pray hear our prayer.


  “When thou comest to thy parents, pray speak well of us. Tell them of how kind we have been to thee, tell them of how deeply and reverently we have loved and worshipped thee. Tell them of our need for more and more griaan that we may hunt and have meat to eat. Our very lives depend on the goodness and generosity of thy father and mother. O thou precious divinity, intercede for us. Humbly we beseech thee to heed our prayers.” Now Ysar stepped back and signalled with his baton. Several of the Elquaan came ahead and tied a rope to each of the griaan’s hind legs. Then with ten men holding each rope the Elquaan pulled the beast’s hind legs out from under him and the griaan fell, straddling the ground.


  With the beast thus helpless, two long poles were passed about its neck, one underneath the griaan’s throat, the other above. Now a great, joyous shout erupted from the watching Elquaan. They rushed forward, men, women and children, and they seized the ends of the poles and depressed them with the intention of strangling the griaan.


  The beast began to snarl. It made savage, writhing attempts to free itself but it was too securely held. The feral shouting of the Elquaan as they milled about the helpless animal drowned out its fierce, choking snarls.


  Beside Cardwell, Ada made a small, sick sound and lowered her eyes. Cardwell, too, felt his stomach heave a little at the unbridled cruelty and malignant joy evidenced in the gleeful shouting of the Elquaan as the griaan began to gasp its last.


  “What’s the matter, doll? I thought you said it would be fun?”


  It was Naela’s voice, coming from behind them. Sb intent had Ada and Cardwell been on the horrible sight before them that they had been unaware of Naela and Ysar having gone away from the beast. Now Cardwell and Ada whirled and saw the two Venusians standing behind them, mocking grins on their faces.


  Ysar bowed. “You astound me, Miss Landers. I thought you were a huntress. The two griaan that you killed yesterday would indicate that you are a woman of great courage. Pray tell me. What is the difference in killing a griaan with an Evans rifle or killing the beast by strangling him between two long poles? Is not death the final result either way?”


  “You wouldn’t understand sportsmanship,” said Ada through pale lips.


  “Sportsmanship?” said Ysar. He seemed about to continue when an ear-shattering shout emitted from the Elquaan. Ysar said, “Well, the sacred griaan is dead. Now, after the blood has been drawn from him, I must consecrate it. Can you Earth people not see why strangling the beast is necessary? To my ignorant people he is the incarnation of a god. Not a drop of his blood must be spilled. It is too precious. It will now be drawn from the griaan and after I have blessed it with my sacred wand, it will be sprinkled over the Naalem so that it might flourish and grow.”


  Cardwell said, “From your tone, Ysar, I get the impression that you don’t believe in any of this?”


  “Of course I don’t,” said Ysar, a little nettledly. “You forget I am educated. But it has been a custom for centuries to sacrifice the white griaan. It is my duty as lord of the Elquaan to officiate at the sacrifices. Must I believe in them just because I officiate.”


  Cardwell shrugged.


  Ysar turned to his daughter. “Bring Cardwell and Miss Landers, Naela. Bring them to the inner circle so that they might observe the consecration of the sacred griaan’s blood. I am positive they will find it most entertaining.”


  Ysar started forward. As at the beginning, the Elquaan fell aside, making a way for Ysar to pass through them to where the dead body of the griaan sprawled on the ground. Naela beckoned to Cardwell and Ada. Naela was smiling but Cardwell could not shake the feeling that there was a faint malignance in the Venusian girl’s grin.


  Silently, Cardwell and Ada followed Naela. As they progressed, the lane through the Elquaan closed behind them. Cardwell’s throat constricted. He could feel the brush of the holstered Evans against his thigh as he walked but the sensation was not very reassuring. The Elquaan were too many.


  The blood had been drained from the dead griaan and had been placed in a large earthen bowl. Several Elquaan were busy with the task of skinning the griaan. The carcass steamed in the cool air. The stench from the warm flesh being laid bare was almost overwhelming to Cardwell. He experienced a great pity for Ada. He glanced at her and saw that she was determined to make the best of it. Her mouth was held stiffly and her nostrils were pinched in silent anger and grim purposeness.


  Ysar circled the bowl that contained the blood of the griaan three times and then stopped and turned so that he faced Cardwell and Ada. For a brief, mocking moment the Venusian’s eyes locked with Cardwell’s. A cunning insinuation seemed to glitter deep in Ysar’s dark orbs.


  Then Ysar poised his baton above the huge bowl and intoned loudly, “O thou blood of our beloved divine one, with the sacred wand of Waalmas I bless thee. When thou art spilled upon the Naalem, we beseech thee to nourish the Naalem-with thine own sweet life-force, that the Naalem may grow in abundance and bring wealth to my people.”


  Now Ysar began to circle the bowl again. Each time that Ysar’s back was to Cardwell, the Venusian dipped his baton just above the surface of the blood and murmured something reverently in a low tone. Cardwell could not catch the words. Ten times Ysar circled the bowl, then he stopped and threw up his hands, brandishing the baton.


  A gleeful shout broke from the Elquaan. They began to disperse, some running instantly to the liquor bowls to refresh themselves. Others gathered bundles of sticks and soon many fires were blazing. The dead griaan was now being cut up and small pieces of its flesh were handed to the Elquaan who instantly ran and dropped the pieces into water-filled kettles over the fires.


  Ysar approached Cardwell and Ada. The Venusian was smiling smugly as if from satisfaction over a job well done. Cardwell did not like the glint in Ysar’s eyes but the man’s tone was amiable enough when he spoke.


  “The ritual is finished,” Ysar announced to Cardwell and Ada. “After my people have eaten the griaan, they will each take a tiny bowl of the sacred blood and go out and sprinkle it over the Naalem. Then there will be more feasting and drinking and dancing until late into the night. What do you think of our customs, Cardwell? Amusing, aren’t they?”


  “I suppose so,” said Cardwell.


  Ysar made a bored gesture. “Well, I must go and remove my sacred vestments. Come, Naela. Cardwell will be here when we return.”


  After the two had disappeared, Ada looked carefully about her and then she murmured to Cardwell, “I don’t know if it means anything but the secret of making Quaa is supposed to be handed down from father to son or daughter among the lords of the Elquaan. It is claimed that no one else knows the secret. So, apparently, it is Ysar and Naela who are behind this Quaa business.”


  “That’s what I figure, too,” said Cardwell, stroking his chin. “But what I’d like to know is how they get the Quaa into the Naalem?” He stared narrowly at the large bowl containing the sacred griaan’s blood. “I’d give anything to be able to examine that baton of Ysar’s. I’ve got a hunch he slipped Quaa into that blood under our very eyes. He’s an arrogant and vain bozo. He probably got a lot of satisfaction out of pulling a stunt like that. I’ve got the feeling he’s playing with us, Ada. I don’t like it.”


  “I don’t like it either,” said the girl. “But we’ve got to find out how they put the Quaa into the Naalem. If there is Quaa in that griaan’s blood, do you think that Ysar would have the audacity of contaminating the Naalem under our very eyes?”


  “I wouldn’t put anything past him,” said Cardwell grimly. “He’s pretty sure of himself. Well, I intend to find out. This afternoon when the Elquaan go out to sprinkle that blood over the Naalem I’m going right with them and then we’ll see what we shall see . . .”


  IX


  That afternoon Cardwell and Ada followed the Elquaan out of their village. There seemed to be a complete exodus of the inhabitants. Men, women and children streamed out of the town in a long, weaving, gleeful and boisterous procession. The head of each family carried a small earthen bowl in which there was a tiny portion of the sacred griaan’s blood.


  When they reached the place where the Naalem grew, the procession broke up, each family apparently servicing their own designated plot. They dropped on their knees and with small, pointed sticks they stabbed tiny holes in the Naalem, then dipped the tip of the stick in the griaan’s blood and placed a drop of it in the miniscule hole made in the lichen.


  Cardwell and Ada watched with a grim fascination. Was this how the Quaa was inoculated in the Naalem? Had there been Quaa concealed in that ornate baton of Year’s and had he surreptitiously dropped the Quaa into the blood while circling that huge bowl those ten times? Was this the thing that IPI was searching so desperately for?


  These were the questions pinwheeling madly about in Cardwell’s mind when he heard the footsteps approaching behind him. He whirled, right hand going to the handle of his Evans, and saw that it was Ysar and his daughter who had come up. They were both dressed again in the long, ubiquitous robes of most Venusians. Year glanced pointedly at Cardwell’s hand on his gun and the Venusian smiled amusedly.


  “You seem on edge, Cardwell,” said Ysar softly. “Has the ritual of the sacred griaan unnerved you that much?”


  Cardwell took his hand away. This was the first that he had seen of Ysar and Naela since the conclusion of the ceremony. Though he had not mentioned it to Ada, Cardwell had considered the absence of the two as disturbingly ominous.


  “We have had a most interesting day,” Cardwell said politely.


  The smile suddenly chilled on Ysar’s face. “Have you found what you were looking for?”


  “If you mean entertainment, the answer is yes.”


  “I do not mean entertainment,” said Ysar stiffly, the smile dead on his face now. “I am speaking about Quaa!”


  He said it almost viciously, an ugly wrath swirling in his eyes. Cardwell felt a small gelid prickle on the back of his neck. He had been correct in his suppositions. The true reason for his and Ada’s presence here in the territory of the Elquaan was already known to Ysar. Still Cardwell tried to pretend ignorance.


  “Quaa?” he asked politely. “What do you mean by Quaa?”


  “You know very well what I mean,” snapped Ysar.


  “Quaa?” said Cardwell again, wrinkling his brow. “Is it something good to eat?”


  Ysar growled a Venusian oath. His face suffused with wrath. He took ten forward and raised his hand as if to slap Cardwell across the mouth. Cardwell’s hand dropped instantly to the handle of his Evans.


  “Look, chum,” he said to Ysar, “I’m not one of your ignorant Elquaan that you can slap around at will. Drop back or I’ll blast a hole in your belly!”


  “If any blasting is going to be done around here, bud, I’m going to do it!”


  The words were uttered behind Cardwell. He heard Ada’s startled gasp and then Cardwell whirled and found himself looking full into the ugly, hungry muzzle of the big Evans pistol in Paul Hastings’ hand. Hastings had stepped out from behind a ledge where he must have been concealed all the while. Cardwell felt his throat constrict. For an instant a heedless impulse to yank out his pistol and have a try at it seized him but the competent and lethal thrust of the weapon in Hastings’ grip quickly deterred Cardwell.


  “Is this how you can afford imported Earth liquor?” he asked Hastings.


  “That’s right, bud,” said Hastings blandly. “Now be a good boy and forget about that Evans at your hip and no one will get hurt—for now.”


  Cardwell heard Ysar come up behind him and remove the Evans from its holster. Out of the corner of his eyes, Cardwell saw Naela similarly disarming Ada. A sick feeling hit Cardwell in the stomach but it quickly passed and in its stead came a savage, simmering anger.


  Still he would not admit to his purpose here. “What is this?” he asked Ysar wrathfully. “We came here to the territory of the Elquaan peacefully. We received permission to hunt the griaan. Is not the word of an Elquaan worth anything?”


  Ysar slowly and deliberately shifted the Evans pistol he now held to his left hand. He came ahead, raised his right hand and brought the palm of it smacking hard across the side of Cardwell’s face.


  “That is for your insolence,” Ysar snarled. “That is to teach you that I can slap whoever I please!”


  Cardwell’s fists clenched. He took a menacing step ahead but Hastings said quietly:


  “Easy, bud!”


  Cardwell checked the angry impulse. He forced himself to forget his stinging face. His eyes glared at Ysar.


  “Will you explain the meaning of this? Will you tell me what this—this Quaa thing is all about?”


  Ysar’s lips curled in ire and contempt. “Do you really consider me to be that stupid, Cardwell? Do you really believe that I do not know that you and Miss Landers are agents of the IPI? Since you have such a low opinion of my intelligence and capabilities, I believe it is time that you be shown what I have accomplished and also that you be informed of what I intend to accomplish.” His wide features demonstrated a jeering smile. “After all, that is what you came to find out, is it not? I do not have the heart to disappoint you. Come, Cardwell.”


  Ysar and Naela led the way with Hastings, Evans pistol held purposefully in his hand, bringing up the rear. It was a twisting, tortuous way through enormous, weird upheavals of rock that Ysar led. Finally, they arrived at the mouth of an immense cave. Two Venusians, holding Evans rifles, were on guard at the entrance. They snapped stiffly to attention as Ysar came up but he gave no indication that he so much as noticed them. He passed into the cave.


  The way was lighted with ato-lights suspended from the ceiling. The passing of the party was marked by the weird, horribly elongated flickering of their shadows on the smooth stone walls of the cave.


  From ahead came the faint throb of machinery and the sound of it sent a prescient chill down the back of Cardwell’s neck. He was beginning to understand the implications of the matter, though the details were not yet crystal clear in his mind. But he could grasp the general pattern of it and with a little conjecturing he could picture the final, horrible result that left him weak and sick with helplessness.


  They turned a bend in the cave and ahead of him Cardwell saw it. Ysar stepped aside to give the two IPI agents a better view. The Venusian bowed while a vain, proud smile touched his mouth.


  “Do you see, Earthling?” he asked mockingly of Cardwell. “Now will you insist that Venusian scientists know nothing of machinery? That, Cardwell, is a most wonderful machine. With it I shall conquer not only Venus and Earth but possibly the universe. Is that not true, Hastings?”


  “I can’t see how you can fail, Ysar,” came the renegade Earthman’s reply.


  In Cardwell’s ears there was the whining hum of turbines and generators. He could make nothing out of this fantastic arrangement of covered vats and large tubes and an intricate profusion of piping, all of which seemed to concentrate on and empty into a small, sealed chamber in which there was a door.


  He glanced helplessly at Ada and turned up the palms of his hands in bafflement. The girl’s face was tense and white. Card-, well gathered that she probably knew more about this machinery than he did but he doubted if it was any too clear to her.


  Ysar laughed. “If you are puzzled, Cardwell, why don’t you ask questions? I shall be most happy to oblige with answers. After all, you aren’t going anywhere with this information.”


  The bland threat of it left Cardwell slightly shaken. “Is that a weapon?” he asked.


  “Indeed! A most wonderful weapon!” Ysar seemed as joyous and gleeful as a child with a marvelous new toy.


  “What does it do?” asked Cardwell. He was giving only half his attention to the conversation. His mind was busily weighing all the odds and possibilities but they all seemed very depressing and hopeless.


  “It transforms Quaa from a white powder into a form of radiant energy which can be projected into the atmosphere of a planet. Now do you understand, Cardwell?”


  “You dirty pig!” snarled Cardwell.


  “Ysa—do understand? For years I’ve known that the secret of Quaa would one day make me master of the universe, Cardwell, but how was I to apply my knowledge of Quaa? I tried it in. the Panaceum because it was most easy to do and also to see if I could get away with it. I succeeded. Then I considered injecting Quaa in all edible things exported from Venus but that would never achieve my ultimate purpose of ruling the universe. Like Panaceum, Earth people would stop using contaminated items from Venus once Quaa began having its effect. So I had to find another way.


  “I pondered many possibilities, Cardwell. Finally, after many failures, I hit upon the solution. What if Quaa could in some manner be projected into the atmosphere of a planet? Then all of that planet’s inhabitants would become helpless idiots. What an easy and bloodless conquest! Is that not so?”


  The impending horror of it left Cardwell shaken but with a great effort he concealed his perturbation. His voice was low and calm. “I can’t see any satisfaction in that, Ysar. What joy would there be in ruling a universe of idiots?”


  A spasm of vicious rage crossed the Venusian’s face. “The only idiots in my astral empire would be the Earth people. Those are the ones I hate above all else. Those are the people I am going to reduce to idiocy.” He drew a deep breath and went on more calmly. “Are you so stupid that you do not understand yet, Cardwell? All I must do to achieve my great conquests is to use my Quaa machine on Earth. Once the inhabitants of Earth are reduced to idiocy, don’t you feel that the mere threat of the same fate will cause all the other planets to capitulate without resistance?” He drew himself up proudly. “Do you not think now that I am a great man, Cardwell?”


  “I still think you’re a pig,” said Cardwell through his teeth. He rather expected another blow in the face but Ysar only laughed and that was more ominous than a display of wrath. Cardwell nodded at the huge machine. “How do you expect to use that thing? You can’t make me believe that you can project Quaa across space and into Earth’s atmosphere from Venus?”


  Ysar smiled smugly. “Have you never heard of space ships, Cardwell? All I have to do is mount the machine and several replicas in a number of space ships and Earth and the universe will soon all be mine!”


  Cardwell shook his head. “I don’t believe it can be done. I don’t care how clever your machine is I don’t believe Quaa can be projected into an atmosphere.”


  “You doubt it?” asked Ysar with a sneer. “After seeing that Elquaan that Hastings killed, do you still doubt it? Observe that small chamber over there, Cardwell. In that chamber I have simulated the atmosphere of Earth. Oh, I have planned and executed this most carefully, Cardwell. I have used that chamber and my machine on several Elquaan. The one you saw was one of my experiments. I did not kill them immediately because I wanted to ascertain the permanence of the effect of radiant Quaa on them. This particular subject managed to wander off and that is how you found him.


  “However, you are probably still unconvinced so I am going to demonstrate my machine to you personally. The radiant Quaa works on the Elquaan. Now I must ascertain if it works on Earth people. You and Miss Landers will be my first subjects!”


  Ysar snapped his fingers. “You will place Miss Landers in the chamber, Naela!”


  Naela poked the barrel of her Evans pistol into the small of Ada’s back. “Come on, doll. Let’s go into the chamber. The process is really quite painless. The Quaa affects only the brain. Soon you will be living in a pleasant world where you will have no worries and everything delights you. Isn’t that nice, doll?”


  Naela pushed hard on her weapon. White-faced, Ada yielded to the pressure and began walking slowly toward the small door that opened into the sealed chamber. She threw a mute look over her shoulder at Cardwell, then her shoulders squared with resignation and she marched stiffly ahead.


  Panic clawed at Cardwell’s throat and with an effort he forced himself to sound casual. “I think you’ve overrated the stupidity of Earth people and especially IPI, Ysar,” he said quietly. “We have been in communication with Inspector Holt of IPI ever since we left Valmaa. Before we left the village, we radioed to Holt for help. You did not fool us with that baton or sacred wand of Walmaas, Ysar. A plane full of IPI agents should have landed at the village not more than ten minutes ago. If I were you, I’d give myself up, Ysar.”


  “You lie,” Ysar spat. He raised a hand and struck Cardwell across the mouth. Cardwell took the blow and grinned. “You and Miss Landers had no radio with you. You lie!”


  Out of the corner of his eye Cardwell saw that Naela and Ada had come to a halt in front of the chamber. Naela pressed a button and the door of the chamber slowly opened but Naela made no move to force Ada inside. Naela’s narrow-eyed attention was riveted on the three men.


  “If I showed you the transmitter, would you believe me then?” Cardwell asked Ysar.


  Cardwell’s apparent lack of panic and anxiety obviously disturbed Ysar. He threw a silent query at Hastings and the renegade Earthman shrugged in bewilderment. Ysar’s lips tightened.


  “I suppose you are going to tell me that the transmitter is hidden at your camp. Oh, no, Cardwell, you are not leaving this cave. We will not succumb to any crude trick like that. I had your camp searched thoroughly while you and Miss Landers were hunting yesterday. You have no transmitter there.”


  “I know,” said Cardwell easily. “You’re holding the transmitter in your hand, Ysar!”


  Ysar almost jumped in surprise. He stared wide-eyed at the blue Evans pistol in his fingers.


  “Why don’t you take the grip apart?” said Cardwell, his heart beginning to pound. “Remove those two screws there at the bottom. A tiny radio transmitter can then be slid out. Go on, Ysar. Remove the screws. Then you’ll see if I am trying to trick you.” Ysar shook his head in indecision. “I do not believe,” he muttered. “I do not comprehend.”


  Cardwell glanced at Hastings who stood beside him. “I’m just going to take my pocket knife out,. Hastings, so that Ysar can remove those screws.” Slowly, carefully, his heart racing, Cardwell took his knife from his pocket and tossed it to Ysar. “There you are, Ysar. Remove the screws.”


  “All right, Cardwell,” Ysar said, an ugly undertone in his voice. “But if you have lied to me and are just playing for time, it will go hard for you. I promise you that!”


  Ysar fitted the tip of a knife blade in the notch of a screw. His entire attention seemed to be devoted to what he was doing. Cardwell glanced at Hastings. The pistol in Hastings’ hand still pointed at Cardwell but the renegade Earthman’s absorption in Ysar was quite evident.


  Cardwell inhaled deeply and then struck. He was between Hastings and Ysar and first of all Cardwell swung out with the edge of his hand, knocking Hastings’ arm aside. Hastings shouted with alarm and pain. The Evans pistol almost fell from his fingers and by the time he had recovered, Cardwell had caught Ysar and had flung the Venusian at Hastings. Hastings had begun to fire and could not stop. The bolt-took Ysar in the chest. A horrible, agonized shriek tore out of Ysar’s throat and at its height it was terminated abruptly. Ysar, dead already, went crashing into Hastings and the two of them went down in a heap on the floor.


  The Evans had fallen from Ysar’s grip. Cardwell scooped up the weapon and came around with it just as Hastings had freed himself from beneath the dead weight of Ysar’s body. Cardwell fired but Hastings, with a prodigious leap sprang aside and the bolt blistered stone on the opposite wall.


  Hastings darted behind a generator. Caldwell fired again and again he missed but the bolt struck metal and bent and twisted it out of shape. From his shelter, Hastings tried a shot, the bolt shrieking past Cardwell’s head and he hastily dived behind a turbine.


  Hastings fired another bolt and a small pipe shattered and a thin blue haze began to curl upward. Cardwell tried another shot at the generator but he only succeeded in knocking something out of kilter. The generator began to whine hesitantly and its speed began to diminish. Hastings still crouched behind its shelter and Cardwell knew he could never penetrate the thickness of the machine with the bolts from the Evans.


  Suddenly, another weapon opened up on the generator from across the way. Hastings emitted a squeal of fright and came darting out, his Evans spitting blue, hissing bolts. One of the bolts smashed into the turbine and the stench of scorched metal rose tancridly into Cardwell’s nostrils. Then he caught Hastings with his own Evans.


  The bolt smashed Hastings back against a slowly revolving wheel. A bit of Hastings’ clothing caught in the wheel and suddenly he was inexorably in the clutch of the wheel. He was not yet dead and his cries rose to a shrill, excruciating pitch. Cardwell stepped ahead and through the sweat dripping down over his eyes he aimed the Evans carefully and one bolt silenced Hastings. The wheel carried him high and then down and ground his body to pulp but the agony had already terminated for Paul Hastings.


  It came to Cardwell that while he was finishing Hastings there had been more spitting and hissing of Evanses and, remembering the two armed guards at the mouth of the cave, he faced around fearfully. His surmise about the guards was correct but their menace no longer existed. They were both stretched out on the floor of the cave and, glancing over by the sealed chamber, Cardwell saw Ada standing there, Krohnite fumes still curling out of the muzzle of the pistol in her hand.


  He ran hurriedly over to her. “Are you all right?”


  She nodded.


  “Where’s Naela?”


  Ada nodded at the closed door of the chamber. “I threw her in there. I never thought that the judo they taught us at IPI training school would ever come in handy but, believe me, Cardwell, I was thankful I had learned it. I took the gun from her and knocked her out and threw her in the chamber for safe-keeping. I didn’t have time to coddle her. I flushed Hastings for you and just then the two guards came up.” She drew a deep breath. “Well, we’d better let Naela out.”


  Ada pressed a button and the door slowly opened. She would have gone right in after the Venusian girl but Cardwell, his heart suddenly chill, reached out and stopped Ada. Naela sat on the floor in the middle of the chamber, a wide, vacant smile on her face.


  “Quaa!” the cry was torn hoarsely out of Ada’s throat.


  Cardwell’s lips were stiff. “Don’t feel sorry for it. While Naela was in there and with all that shooting going on, the switch or controls must have been-thrown on.” He sighed. “It’s for the best, Ada. Remember what you told me about the lords of the Elquaan and their children being the only ones who knew the secret of Quaa? Well, Ysar is dead and you can bet that Naela will never remember . . .”


  In the city of Valmaa, Cardwell sat at a table in a low Venusian dive, drinking Buumal. From overhead camo the roar of rockets as a space liner took off for Earth. Bitterly, Cardwell raised his glass of Buumal and muttered:


  “Happy voyage, Ada.”


  “Were you speaking to me, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell’s head flung up abruptly.


  “Ada!” he said. “I—I thought you were shipping out for Earth!”


  “You take a lot of things for granted, don’t you?”


  Suddenly a vast shame for himself came over Cardwell. He rubbed a hand over the beard stubble on his chin. He knew his breath reeked of Buumal.


  “What about that fellow you were supposed to many back on Earth?” he asked.


  Ada sighed. “I wrote him a letter. That was the most difficult letter I’ve ever written. I told him that the man I really love has a lot of faults. He’s bitter and he’s exiled on Venus for the rest of his life and he drinks too much, but when you’re really in love, what can you do about it?”


  Cardwell could not believe his ears. He was suddenly so happy inside his eyes began to sting. “Ada,” he said. “You don’t mean it, Ada.”


  “I mean it all right.”


  “But—but don’t you realize? I can’t ever leave Venus. I can’t ever leave this stinking, dismal planet. If only I could take you back to Earth, Ada!”


  Her eyes narrowed. “You sound like you don’t want me, Cardwell. Are you trying to back out of it?”


  “Oh, no, Ada. No!”


  He rose to his feet and looked down at his glass of Buumal. Somehow, he no longer had a yearning for the liquor. He took the glass and slowly emptied it on the floor. Ada saw and smiled again. She rose and linked her arm with his and together they started for the door.


  Welcome, Voyager


  Hubert J. Bernhard


  Klord and the strange ship of Martians came back from Procyon to Sol after countless generations, to bring Earth all the things it wanted. Earth wanted war—desperately, repeatedly, the missiles of hate spewed up—hate that came from fear and pain—and cancer?


  The space ship, which had hurdled the orbits of the outer planets at half the speed of light, moved quietly through the night ten miles above the Atlantic.


  It first became visible to the world as a tiny pip on an Armed Forces radar screen, and for an instant the sergeant on duty mistook it for a vagrant meteor. Then, as it persisted, he checked its coordinates and gave the alarm.


  The alert, trickling back through channels with fantastic speed, set off a chain of automatic reactions as it went. By the time it reached General Dale Brandenhurst, the jet engines of a squadron of supersonic fighter planes were flaming into life at Maine Airbase No. 2 and other jets were belching fire at bases scattered over the full northeast quadrant.


  Major Anthony Wolfe, whose duty it became to relay the news to the general in his quarters, coupled his report with the announcement:


  “Operation Wide-Awake is in effect, sir.”


  The general nodded wearily as he drew himself to his feet. His eyes, reddened for want of sleep, stood out in contrast with his ashen skin and hollow cheeks, and he leaned against a small writing desk for support. Inoperable cancer had numbered his days and filled his nights with a steadily growing agony.


  “Lend me your hand, Major,” he asked. “Right now, I need someone to lean on.”


  In spite of his sickness, it was the first admission of weakness the general had ever been known to make aloud.


  “Sir,” Major Wolfe began. He paused to reconsider, then continued on the basis of long association. “Sir, this is another false alarm. I’m sure it is. Why don’t you stay here and—”


  “Our place, Major, is in the staff room. Help me to the elevators, please!” The words were stern, but the bloodshot eyes glistened momentarily in appreciation of the major’s intention.


  Without further demurrer, Major Wolfe stepped alongside the frail figure that commanded the northeastern defense quadrant of the United States Armed Forces. Together, they made their way to the lift that took them deep below the surface of Governors Island in New York harbor, to the staff headquarters where information was flowing from throughout the sector.


  A huge map, occupying a full wall, showed the developing situation as the pair entered the room.


  Planes were skyrocketing into the heavens and converging from throughout the northeast on the area threatened by the presence of the invader. Moving blips of light showed that the first squadron, roaring through the sub-stratosphere, had come within visual contact range of the object. A television viewer was relaying the report from the lead ship as General Brandenhurst and his aide slipped into place at the staff table.


  Nearing the target, the first fighter plane sparkled in the night with recognition signals that flickered on its wings-and simultaneously crackled over Air Force radio bands.


  A ring of luminescence rippled around the equator of the strange globe in reply, mimicking the pattern of signal lights on the plane. It was not the proper answer for friendly aircraft.


  General Brandenhurst and Major Wolfe knew, as well as did the fighter pilot, that the presence of an unfriendly vessel had to mean that an attack from across the ocean had begun.


  The squadron leader, acting in that belief, obeyed standing orders. His flight path curved up and over as he moved to intercept the giant spheroid. Eleven other planes zoomed after him, as though attached to an invisible ribbon streaming from his exhaust.


  Like a flock of mosquitoes buzzing around a man’s head, they came within range and one after another loosed the deadly missiles that had been developed during the 25 years since World War II.


  The first shell burst on the hull of the space ship, but the others never reached it. They exploded in mid-air, precisely as though they were smashing against an invisible barrier.


  Then, so quickly that the whole encounter seemed hardly to have occurred, the spheroid was out of range. It was moving on a course that, as projected in the plotting rooms ten miles below, was aimed directly at New York City.


  A hundred radar-eyed jets, miles apart, banked and pointed their arrowhead wings to intercept that course.


  “Um!” General Brandenhurst, his forehead glistening like wax in the glow of the fluorescents, turned to Major Wolfe. “False alarm, did you say?”


  “Not now, sir.” The major was studying the huge electronic wall map which showed the movement of units. A battery of technicians on the other side of the command table kept in touch with forces throughout the quadrant. Flanking the general and himself were key operations, intelligence and supply officers.


  The three television communications screens banked on the table before the general, all of which had been focused on the brief aerial encounter, went blank.


  “No false alarm now, sir,” the major repeated. He nodded toward the wall map, where a white line was extending in from the Atlantic and curving toward the City of New York. “At its present speed, it will be overhead in five minutes.”


  General Brandenhurst winced because of something deep inside. He held his breath for a moment, fighting it. He had lived this long; now that his judgment and training were needed, he would somehow last it out in spite of the agony burning in his liver.


  “Civilian alert?” he gritted. “Ever since the first warning, sir,” reported a liaison officer. “Everyone should be in shelters by now.”


  “AA?”


  “Our guided missiles should reach the ship in about a minute. Homing rockets have gone up from the entire metropolitan defense ring.”


  “To be detonated—?”


  “Automatically, upon physical contact with the hull.”


  For a fleeting instant, the general thought how welcome a release death would be, and realized his time had come. Rigid for that instant, he relaxed suddenly and ran a thin, veined hand through his gray hair.


  “See,” he said, turning slowly to a technician on the communications board, “see if you can get through to Washington.”


  Klord, who had brought the space ship and its teams of specialists over the light years from Proxima IV, studied the buildings of New York on the magni-viewer in the control room. In spite of the visual blackout, details of the city were painted clearly on the screen by ultra-high frequency radio reflections.


  “Obviously,” Klord observed by mental telepathy, “an advanced civilization.”


  Armo, second-in-command, snorted furiously. “Civilized savages!” he replied. “Let us leave this planet before our ship is damaged and we are marooned here.”


  “Their missiles cannot harm us,” Klord reminded him patiently. He turned from the magni-viewer and. gazed soberly at his assistant. “The force screen, although designed for meteors, keeps the explosives at a distance. And we must learn more of these people—if people they are.”


  Armo, seated at the control panel, returned the look with equal sincerity. “You were always a man of purpose, friend Klord,” he said. “I can imagine nothing turning you aside. But think of Erna—your own wife!—in the maternity chamber awaiting your son. A sudden shock . . .”


  “These may be of our own race.” Klord shook his bronzed head. “When our people fled the dying Mars eons ago for an escape to the stars, they left a colony on this third planet.”


  “Yes.” Armo glanced nervously at the indicators where sudden flashes of light against a dark background showed another series of missiles exploding against the force screen. “Yes,” he repeated. “But the continent where they were established, safe from the monsters that roamed the rest of the world, is gone. Now, we find fiends who attack without provocation. We—”


  His eyes, still flickering over the indicator, picked up a warning and interrupted his train of thought.


  “Look!” he signaled. “It’s something new, Klord!”


  Instead of the intermittent flashes that showed objects blasting against the force screen, then disintegrating, the indicator gleamed with steady blobs of light. Both officers could interpret the significance of the images instantly. New missiles, approaching slowly, were surviving the impact and were pressing inward in an attempt to contact the hull before exploding.


  For a full moment, Klord and Armo studied the indicator. The missiles had homed on the plane of the space ship’s equator and were being held about 10 yards from the hull by the anti-meteor force screen.


  Even as the pair watched, however, one or two of the blobs of light grew visibly larger.


  “Can they reach us?” Armo asked.


  “Yes. The screen is compressible. We can intensify the power and delay them for a while—but not indefinitely,” Klord replied. “The screen is designed to stop fast-moving interstellar objects by turning them aside or bouncing them back into space. But these have come in slowly, and they must have some device that attracts them to the hull.”


  Klord was half explaining the situation, and half thinking. With part of his mind he was trying to analyze the factors involved, with another part he was fighting against panic.


  Any high explosive, bursting against the hull, would jar the vessel, and a sudden shock might prove fatal for Erna, perhaps even now giving birth in the delivery room.


  These inhabitants down below—why did they attack? The space ship had answered their light signals; then, without warning, it had been subjected to a lethal barrage.


  Repeatedly, its meteor screens had deflected or detonated at a safe distance smaller missiles than these, and it had made no hostile move in reply. Why, then, did they send these monstrous rockets against it now?


  For a moment, he wanted to order flight, to escape into space where the ship could shake off the deadly charges in safety. Then the analytical half of his mind won out.


  “These objects are centered around the equator,” he observed. “They’re standing opposite the lenses from which the beams of force fan out to surround the ship. There are no more arriving. Order the screen withdrawn from the rest of the ship and concentrated on the missiles attacking us!”


  He watched the indicator as Armo, unquestioningly, transmitted the instructions. In a few seconds he was rewarded as the objects began to grow smaller, pushed away from the vessel by the concentration of power that normally shielded the entire hull.


  “Get them out to a safe distance,” he commanded. “When they are far enough, beam all power onto one missile for a microsecond. Then cut back to the full equator.”


  Anxiously, the two Martians stared at the indicator as the blobs of light grew smaller and range-readings showed the rockets falling back.


  The retreat was rapid, at first, then slower as the force beams, fanning but into space and wasting their energy, were able to concentrate less and less on the missiles. Finally, force and rockets reached a balance, and the dots of light remained almost stationary.


  “Wait!” Klord ordered. “Are they far enough to detonate without harm?”


  Anno glanced at the indicator. “It depends. It’s safe enough for any chemical explosive. But if they contain nuclear charges . . . no!”


  Like a chess master who understands his opponent’s strategy, Klord smiled slowly.


  “We are almost over their city. They would not send up weapons that would rain radioactivity over their dwellings. Go ahead!”


  Armo gave the order and, for the barest instant, all the power output of the ship—and it was tremendous—was concentrated on a single rocket.


  Like a battering ram of solid steel, traveling at the speed of light, the beam smashed into the warhead. As the fuses in the missile signaled a “solid” contact, the rocket was hurled away and its blast was dissipated harmlessly along its path in a brilliant display of fireworks.


  So briefly was the power turned from the other rockets that they had no time to approach the ship before it was restored. Then, one by one, the Martian marksmen picked them off with the beam.


  General Brandenhurst was in communication with the President and the Divisional Chiefs of Staff in Washington when the homing rockets first reached their mark.


  The radio-telescope which picked up the image of the space ship magnified it to the size of a golf ball by the time it was transmitted to the visiplate on his desk, but the rockets were too small to be seen.


  “We know by the radio impulses they are close to the ship,” the general reported to the Capitol. “But they haven’t made contact with the hull yet. When they do, they’ll be detonated.”


  “Where is the aircraft now?” asked the Divisional Chief for Air.


  “Altitude, ten miles, and practically directly above the city.” General Brandenhurst scanned a message handed to him by an earphoned radio man.


  “Our rockets are moving along with the object,” he reported. “I can’t understand why they don’t make contact!”


  In Washington, the President cracked his knuckles. “Neither can I. Intelligence has certainly folded up on us.”


  Behind the President, Intelligence muttered something beneath his breath.


  On the darkened visiplates, light flared suddenly outward from the space ship as though a skyrocket were taking off from its surface. It glowed brilliantly for a moment, far aloft, then died away leaving only a faint afterglow in the sky.


  The radio man wasted no time scribbling his report. “AA says that was one of our homing rockets,” he announced verbally.


  His awed tones echoed over the microphone and reached the ears of the President and his staff. Before they could digest the information, another skyrocket flamed outward from the space ship, and another, and another.


  In a matter of minutes the fragments of the missiles drifted down from the upper atmosphere, rattling on roofs and deserted streets in the darkened city, splashing into the surrounding waters, and thudding to earth in New Jersey and Long Island.


  Momentary silence wrapped the military staff rooms in Washington and New York. General Brandenhurst, trying to ignore a fresh surge of pain deep inside him, was dimly aware of a buzz of voices over the communicator when the officials at the White House recovered from their shock.


  “General Brandenhurst! General Brandenhurst!” The President had to repeat himself before the commanding officer in New York realized he was being called.


  “Sir?”


  “We must destroy this airship at any cost,” the President said. “We cannot delay. General Foley has ordered suicide crews mustered at the Ohio Nuclear Bombing Command.


  “We are sending three B-72’s equipped with A-bombs under orders to get as close to the object as possible and then blow themselves up!”


  “But—” General Brandenhurst fought upward through successive waves of pain, and knew that his own hours were numbered—“think of the radioactivity over this area!”


  “We have thought of it,” the President replied. “The ship is high. The city will escape any real blast damage. As for radioactivity, the prevailing wind aloft is eastward and most of it will be carried over the ocean.


  The danger is little, and it’s far better than losing the city and everyone in it. I’d order the H-bomb if we dared.”


  Struggling for control of his body, General Brandenhurst saw the flaw in the strategy in an instant of great lucidity.


  “The ship has made no move to attack us, Mr. President. It may not be an enemy craft at all,” he protested.


  The President laughed bitterly. “It’s not one of ours! They’re playing with us as we did with the British at Bunker Hill. Waiting till they see the whites of our eyes.


  “Right now they may be releasing clouds of germs—or something so much worse we can’t imagine it. No, General. I trust your judgment. But you’re a sick man . . .”


  Far off in Ohio, the six jet engines of a B-72 high altitude bomber trailed yellow flames through the night as the giant plane roared along its concrete runway. As it became airborne, the engines of a second and third bomber coughed and spit fire in the darkness.


  Klord, waiting word from the maternity chamber, shook his head sadly.


  “These people—if people they are—must be sick,” he observed. “Else they would not be so warlike. But we have the means to cure them.”


  “To cure them of many things,” Armo agreed. “To give them the means to live as long as ours, and thus a new attitude toward life itself.”


  He paused reflectively. Longevity, perhaps more than anything else, had been responsible for eliminating warfare among Martians eons ago. A man with centuries before him, with little fear of disease, does not easily throw his life away. But by the same token—


  “Why should we risk all that lies ahead of us to investigate this barbarous world?” he demanded. “We may be killed.”


  Before Klord could answer, the communicator screen glowed and the image of a man in sterile cap and gown took shape.


  “Your wife is having a difficult time, Commander,” the doctor announced.


  Klord started with a fear as old as the race. His features, almost golden in the distorted color pickup, froze.


  “Is there—?”


  The doctor was contrite. “I didn’t mean to alarm you,” he replied. “There is no real danger. It has been centuries since we lost a mother. This will require extensive surgery, but, with tissue-seal, Erna will be on her feet again in a day. What I wanted to convey was that it will take longer than we expected, and we must have complete stability.”


  Obviously relieved, Klord nodded. “You shall have it, doctor.”


  Armo, interpreting his chief’s words as an order to withdraw, reached for the power control that would send the ship skyward. But Klord flashed him a quick warning.


  “We are safe here,” he declared. “Nothing has been fired at us for an hour. I think the inhabitants must know now, since we have not replied to their attacks, that we are friendly.”


  “No telling what they may be plotting,” Armo scowled. “I say, let us leave.”


  Crossing to his side, where he towered above him, Klord placed a hand on his aide’s shoulder. “We know these people have accomplished much, and are capable of more, but we do not know whether they are of our race.


  “If we do not find out, we have failed in our mission. And our people cannot afford to send another expedition like this for generations. Let us descend!”


  Reluctantly, but compelled by the inflexible will of his leader, Armo obeyed. The space ship began to settle downward.


  The pain eased off again and General Brandenhurst, aware that the moments of respite were becoming fewer, relaxed gratefully. A man of less indomitable will would long since have taken to his deathbed, but the general wanted to die in harness. Emerging from his personal canopy of agony, he turned his attention to the visiplate focused on the alien aircraft.


  He saw the space ship begin its descent, and even while he wondered whether this was the start of an attack the B-72’s hove into view on a second screen. The planes were, according to comparative readings in the lower corner of the two viewers, somewhat higher than the spheroid.


  Before the general’s eyes, the lead ship of the three commenced a run intended to bring it crashing squarely upon the globe. General Brandenhurst nodded in mute approval as the bomber pilot, observing the change of altitude in the space ship, altered his course slightly downward, keeping his nose on the target.


  In the general’s ears came an echo of his thoughts as one of the members of the President’s military cabinet, still on a hookup to the headquarters in New York, muttered:


  “Good man!”


  No other type of pilot would have volunteered for this joust with death, the General reflected. But a jingle of alarm sounded in his mind as the descent of the space ship suddenly grew more rapid and the bomber nosed down to follow it.


  Behind the leading plane the other two, which had been hovering in reserve, suddenly went into vertical dives in an effort to get below the spheroid and flatten out at a level on which they could intercept it.


  The screens went blank as the technicians guiding the telescopes lost the aerial objects and panned rapidly earthward in an effort to pick them up again.


  General Brandenhurst’s alarm quickened. His visual memory of courses and coordinates warned him that the giant sphere was falling too rapidly to be overtaken at once by the bombers, even though they plunged earthward with jets wide open.


  The B-72’s might, indeed, reach their target—but could they do it before it was so low that an A-bomb would wreak serious damage upon New York?


  Unable to see the aerial combatants on his screens, the general computed the chances in his mind and issued instructions to the anti-aircraft batteries.


  “Open fire at once—maximum altitude.” His plan was to stop the space ship before it could get dangerously close to the city.


  The order rasped into headphones and loudspeakers around the defense ring, and within an instant it was being translated into action. As the general watched the visiplates for a glimpse of bombers and space ship, one of the telescopes panned through the high-level barrage that resulted.


  Blossoms of orange flame were blooming everywhere in the night skies, and phosphorescent tracer fragments from the shattering shells wove an all-but-impenetrable pattern of flying steel through the heavens.


  It was as though, at the command of the military architect on the ground below, a vast ceiling of spinning, twisting metal had been raised above the city. Particles whirled off into the darkness and, losing their impetus, arched earthward. They were replaced by the glowing pollen of newly blossomed flowers, the fragments made visible as a psychological hazard to enemy pilots.


  General Brandenhurst nodded grimly. That storm of flying steel should keep the alien ship aloft, within safe range of the suicide bombers, if anything could.


  But even as the reassurance came to mind, one of the telescopes picked up the strange sphere and panned downward with it. Only for an instant did it remain within range of the viewer; yet in that brief moment the general saw it plummet through the high-level barrage as though the bursting shells were not there.


  His startled eyes retained a glimpse of the tracer fragments bounding off into the night as they were deflected from the globe by an invisible barrier. Then the image was gone.


  At lower altitudes, the fire was more intense but audio reports told him the same incredible thing was happening there. And, although the AA batteries ceased fire as the globe passed through their defenses, the B-72’s were forced to level off above the barrage until the last twisting bit of phosphorescence vanished downward in the night.


  The delay was all the aliens needed. In a moment, the globe was safely below the altitude at which A-bombs could be used without damage to the city, and the attack ordered in Washington was cancelled.


  In his communicator, General Brandenhurst could hear startled exclamations from the President’s chambers, but his attention was fixed on the space ship, now stationary at about 5,000 feet.


  AA shells were exploding close about it with an intensity never matched in military history. The blasts, pin-pointed on the target, were bursting around the ship so that its invisible barrier was silhouetted in flame some ten yards off the hull.


  Splinters of steel were rattling on the roofs and streets below like rain, but they seemed to make no impression on the globe. Nonplussed, the general ordered a cease fire. The barrage could be renewed instantly in the event of a hostile move; meanwhile, it was a waste of invaluable ammunition.


  Transfixed with a mixture of awe and fear, General Brandenhurst and the military advisors in Washington studied the giant globe on their visiplates. They could see the exterior now, as clearly as though they were within a few hundred yards. But the view told them nothing of what was going on inside.


  Never had such a strain been put upon the stabilizing machinery of the space ship, though it had been built to keep the globe sailing smoothly through turbulences at which its designers could only guess.


  As the muffled roar of the barrage died away outside, the hum of the atomic engines within became overwhelming. The two leaders of the expedition, alarmed by the intensity of the sound, gave the order for reduction of power simultaneously.


  They exchanged worried glances as the noise subsided. Klord broke the silence with a grunt and jabbed violently at two buttons on the communicator that channeled him to the hospital section.


  “My wife”—the intensity of his thought hardly needed electronic aid to reach the information section—“is she all right?”


  The bland face of an attendant turned away for a second, apparently relaying the request for information to someone out of range. When it confronted the screen again, there was the suggestion of a smile.


  “Fine, Commander. But the doctor says he’s going to need a regeneration treatment if you keep this up. He’s aged ten years.”


  Klord’s lips parted in a grin of appreciation, in spite of the beads of perspiration shining on his high forehead.


  “Tell him he can have the regeneration chamber next to me,” he flashed back.


  Armo looked up from another communicator channel to report that the ship had weathered the storm without serious damage.


  “One sub-generator burned out,” the aide announced quietly. “But the crews will have it repaired in a few hours. We’ll be in good shape by the time we cross the orbit of the ninth planet.”


  Klord grinned. “We aren’t crossing that orbit—not yet, at least. We’re going to make a landing!”


  “There? In the middle of that city?”


  Klord nodded, studying his companion closely. This was a critical moment, one which he had anticipated since the first attack on the space ship. Armo was certain to resist, but the commander waited, leaving it for the other to open the argument.


  “There isn’t enough room to land,” the aide protested.


  The commander indicated the long, green rectangle in the center of the island. “Wide enough for two such ships as ours.”


  “Plenty of room to bury us,” Armo agreed. He ran a hand feverously through his thick shock of white hair. “Once we’re down, we have no defense. We must collapse our meteor screen to contact the planet; our stabilizers and shock absorbers could no longer protect us from concussion.”


  Stepping over to the picture of the city in the magniviewer, Klord used it as a lecturer might refer to a lantern slide.


  “These creatures are obviously well advanced in a technical sense,” he began. “The architecture of their buildings, the propulsive power of their aircraft, the nature of their weapons, all prove the point. They are intelligent.


  “The question is whether theirs is a malignant intelligence, whether they attacked because that is their nature or because they had a good reason to do so. On that point, we have some evidence.


  “We know they detected our presence while we were still far from their coastline. Thus, they must have been alertly watching for the approach of any aircraft, and since they could not have been expecting a space ship it must have been one from their own world.


  “When they first contacted us, they displayed visual signals. We replied, and they attacked. But consider—had their first intention been to attack, they would never have shown lights to mark their positions.


  “That must have been done for the purpose of identification. Unquestionably, then, there must have been an answering signal that one of their own ships would have given. Our reply did not correspond, hence we were attacked—obviously, we were assumed to be an enemy.


  “The necessity for such a careful watch over their coastline, and for a system of immediate identification of friendly aircraft, suggests only one thing. They must have feared a specific enemy, and they must have had good reason to suppose that this enemy would attack them.


  “Thus, from their standpoint, they have merely been defending themselves against a real danger. They are not likely to be savage by nature because if they were, they would never have survived to reach the stage of civilization at which we find them.” Klord paused, and caught Armo nodding appreciatively. He pressed his advantage quickly.


  “Granting their intelligence, it must be apparent to them by now that we are not hostile. Our sudden descent must have frightened them, but I am sure that we have nothing further to fear.”


  Armo studied the control panel before which he was seated. He was obviously affected by his commander’s reasoning. But he had reservations.


  “You thought we were safe once before,” he pointed out. “That time we came through. But if they attack while we are grounded, we would have no chance.”


  “We might.”


  “What do you mean?” Klord’s eyes glowed with enthusiasm. “They showed a set of visual signals on that first contact with us. To another ship of their own kind, it would be a friendly gesture. If we repeated that same signal now . . . we might convince them we are friends, even though different!”


  General Brandenhurst was in sole charge of the defense. The President and his advisors, baffled and far from the scene, summed it up in a sentence.


  “There’s no time left for consultation.”


  Then, helpless, they assumed the role of silent spectators, their intent faces framed on the visiplate on the general’s desk.


  The commander, his every defense alerted, the skies thick with fighter and bomber planes circling about the space ship, the night criss-crossed with the white beams of searchlights and the glare of aerial flares, also watched. He was trying to anticipate the invaders’ next move.


  But when it came it caught him completely by surprise. A ring of luminescence rippled around the equator of the spheroid as it hung, almost motionless, a mile above the city.


  The general stared, and over the audio channel from Washington there came an audible gasp.


  “That’s the recognition signal for tonight, sir,” an aide advised.


  General Brandenhurst knew it. Recovering from his initial surprise, he acted instantly on the knowledge.


  “All units to hold their fire, no matter what happens,” he snapped. “All aircraft to withdraw and maintain a minimum distance of two miles from that globe. No attack unless directly ordered.


  “Now”—he turned, so that he was addressing the men whose faces showed on the Washington visiplate—“let’s see what happens. I think they’re trying to tell us they’re friends!”


  Slowly, like the shutter of a huge camera opening in the sky, the circling fighters and bombers drew back from the space ship, giving it room to maneuver.


  It waited until they were clear, then with obvious deliberation, easily followed by planes and searchlights, it moved over the city until it came above Central Park where it began a vertical descent.


  Only as it neared the ground could those on the earth appreciate its huge bulk. It loomed above the buildings that flanked the park on either side, and its bulging equator hung far above trees and walks.


  The windows of apartment houses on both Fifth avenue and Central Park West were jammed with spectators, disregarding military orders to obtain a glimpse of the visiting monster. They watched as slender supporting rods ran out from the hull to steady the globe when it touched the ground, and a ripple of excitement spread with the realization that they were entertaining visitors from space.


  Police, alerted as the destination of the ship became apparent, threw a cordon around the area. Not a soul walked across the greens, and the doors of the underground air raid shelters, where thousands huddled in bewilderment, remained closed.


  There was no sign from the space ship. It was as though the occupants were waiting some display of official welcome.


  “They should do something soon,” Armo fretted. “They aren’t going to ignore us now.”


  Klord, busily studying the viewing screens, reassured him. “They are doing something. There seems to be a ring of uniformed officials around this area. They have not approached us, so their purpose must be to keep the crowd away.”


  Leaving the control panel, Armo stepped to the side of his commander and peered over his shoulder.


  “They seem to be very like us,” Klord observed. The fact, he felt, was ample justification for the risk he had taken.


  “They have only five fingers,” Armo pointed out precisely. “And their ears are quite large and ugly.”


  “Roughly the same skull capacity, though,” Klord insisted. “And they are erect bipeds, like us. The differences are slight, except for color.”


  “That,” Armo added, “is superficial. Look! Someone is coming!”


  The olive-drab cavalcade of military vehicles had roared up Broadway from the Battery in record time, and it screeched to a halt on the driveway nearest to the space ship with sirens heralding its arrival.


  From the lead car, General Dale Brandenhurst, trying hard to stand erect despite a surge of inner pain, stepped into view. A cluster of lesser officers gathered beside him, dwarfing his slight figure and almost hiding it from the onlookers.


  At a respectful distance, another and larger group of officers took shape and stood awaiting orders. Television cameras, already at the scene, picked the men up in the glare of white spotlights, then turned swiftly toward the huge globe in response to a shout from the surrounding buildings.


  “It’s opening! They’re coming out!”


  A curved section of the space ship’s hull slid back silently, and in the same instant General Brandenhurst started resolutely across the green. There had been no hostile move from the vessel, and the opening of the door was the last proof he needed of the occupants’ friendly intentions. He knew he had little time left.


  A murmur ran through the streets.


  Inside the ship, analyzers sampled the air and found it acceptable to Martian lungs.


  “He comes alone,” Klord noted, studying the general. “I, too, will go alone to meet him.”


  Armo, concentrating as the general Came within telepathic range, frowned. “He is a man of courage, a good man, by his vibrations,” he reported. “But there is something wrong. There is a dark shadow across his mind.”


  “I go! Armo, act as you must until I return.” Klord Stepped into a car which whisked him from the control room at the center of the ship to the open portal. A moment later, he came into view on the screens where Armo was watching the outside scene.


  The crowds of earthlings had their first view of the interstellar visitors as Klord and the general approached one another on the green. After a moment of silence, a rumble of distaste ran among the onlookers.


  “They’re freaks!” said a colonel in the group that had accompanied General Brandenhurst.


  “What did you expect from another world?” a major reasoned. “They’re almost like us, at that.”


  “But they look strange! And their skins are a different color from anything I’ve ever seen. Damned if we’re going to let them come here and boss us around! Couldn’t trust ’em!”


  The thought was being put into words elsewhere in the crowds, as well.


  In the ship, Armo could distinguish only a background of hostility. There were too many shades of thought, and too many people. They impressed themselves on his mind only because of their mass; as individuals, they were out of range.


  So, as the two men came together on the greensward, he concentrated on Klord, to whom his mind was finely attuned by long association. He became aware, through Klord’s brain, of words spoken by the earthling, but they made no sense to either Martian. The tone, however, was one of reserve.


  Klord spoke in reply, exercising vocal cords that were seldom used, and to the man of Earth these words, too, meant nothing. They were not intended to convey meaning, but to act as a balm to the man’s auditory nerves while Klord projected a picture image to him.


  Armo shared with the Earthman the message from Klord’s brain. It was a picture of an earthling and a Martian, walking side by side, their arms around one another’s shoulders.


  Instantly, Klord extended his hand and the earthling took it. For a moment, the onlooking Armo sensed a strong emotion of joy and triumph in the Earthman. But only for a moment.


  It was replaced by a red blanket of pain that struck the telepathic cords with horrifying impact. The general doubled with the spasm, jerking his hand convulsively away from Klord.


  Through the crowds of watching humans ran a tidal wave of fear and distrust as their emissary crumpled to the ground—apparently on contact with the Martian.


  The only ready means of stopping them—a focused force beam—would kill thousands, and Klord with them. Armo hesitated, knowing that his chief was equipped with a radiation projector for personal defense, and as he waited Klord made telepathic contact through the confusion.


  “Armo! It is the sickness of the cells! Quickly!”


  Even while he communicated, Klord drew his projector and beamed a wide ray in a semi—” circle on the ground in front of the approaching men. Brilliant in the glare of floodlights, the glistening green grass blackened abruptly where the ray touched.


  The officers halted, unwilling to cross that line of death, and Armo acted during their momentary uncertainty. His order sent a medical team from the hospital section of the space ship racing toward the open portal with a wheeled, self-powered bloodstream irradiator.


  It was an emergency treatment, seldom required among the Martians themselves. The equipment would beam into the patient’s arteries a radioactive that instantly attacked and killed the abnormal cells as it reached them, without harming others.


  Armo saw the medical men leave the portal and come into view on his screen, and at the same time became aware, through Klord, of aircraft thundering overhead. His mercy unit reached Klord and the general in the seconds it took him to realize that the crowd could not know whether the squad was coming to help or to torture.


  But Klord’s warning that the general was almost gone reached him then, and he made no move to call back the doctors who were adjusting their apparatus. And Klord echoed his feelings.


  “We cannot stand by while he dies. We’ll have to risk it!”


  He knew when the beam entered the sluggish bloodstream, and he imagined he could actually follow the course of the radioactive through the inert body. The throngs of Earthmen had fallen silent, and their silence was accentuated by the overhead rumble of aircraft exhaust.


  Klord, a head taller on the vision screen even than the medical technicians of his own race, turned toward the Earthman, waving his hands to show they were empty, and gesturing for the men to advance.


  They moved forward, angry faces uncertain. But ahead of the others, one wore a serpentine insignia of the medical corps on his collar. He dropped to his knees beside the general, to make a quick but thorough examination. Klord and Anno waited, knowing that the doctor’s mind was filled with fear and indecision—and still unsure themselves of how their treatment would work for a man of another race. It had checked the imminent death, but the sick cells . . .


  Then resolution brought the doctor to his feet, and he turned to the milling crowd. Neither Klord nor Armo understood the words that came, but. their meaning was clear.


  “General Brandenhurst is alive,” the doctor said. There was disbelief and. awe in his voice, but it was firm and clear. “He is alive—and from the signs, as far as I can tell, he is even going to recover. I have been attending him, and I know this is impossible—to us. But it is happening. And these . . . these . . .” He waved an arm toward Klord and the technicians. “. . . these men are responsible.”


  The doctor was shouting. In the eerie silence, his voice carried easily across the green, and his words were repeated by those within earshot. The repetitions grew louder as they spread like waves to the ranks behind, and to the crowds in the streets, and up the sides of the buildings where people hung from windows.


  The transition was gradual. No man could say precisely at what instant it occurred, but one moment it was a whisper; the next, it was a loud rumble of approval, and a second later it was the roar of thousands upon thousands of human voices, cheering in the night for the visitors from space.


  The World is Condemned


  Ward Botsford


  The Earthmen came to the peaceful world of Yull with the high justice and the low. In their sureness, they looked it over quickly and doomed it to a state of near exile, cut off from all civilization and trade. It had no machines, to be sure—but it had something else!


  The last film had been shown, the final spectrograph analyzed and there was silence in the high walled room. Somewhere a calculator chuckled quietly to itself as final data was fed it. Then almost apologetically, the ting of a bell; the operator slid a sheet of paper from a slot and handed it to the Director.


  A moment he scanned it and then: “As we surmised, Antares 4 is a A5-17-b type culture. Excellent stability figure and a high degree of potential intelligence—however, in accordance with MC rules, the culture is several levels too low to permit union with the Confederation.”


  He stopped speaking and the several hundred people began to leave the chamber. The Director remained as did Telmann and Infrost.


  Telmann watched the Director closely and held his gaze while saying, as if to himself, “For once I think the calculator is mistaken.”


  Infrost and the Director raised respective eyebrows.


  “How so?”


  “Oh, really that wasn’t mean to be heard. You know I was commander of that expedition and those people are different—”


  Infrost laughed, “Your own survey showed them to be thoroughly humanoid. Surely you’re not trying to say that it is a non-Human civilization!”


  “No, not that at all—well, you’ll see for yourself.”


  The Director’s voice broke in, “How soon will you leave for Antares, Telmann?”


  Telmann calculated swiftly, “Well, it’s about 177 light years from Earth which means a trip of about 10 ship days. Since you want their ambassador here before you leave for Vega 7, we will leave tomorrow.”


  “Excellent. My trip to Vega is scheduled for February 30, so that will leave the necessary two weeks visiting time. And now, gentlemen, if you will excuse me—”


  “Certainly, sir.”


  Again the high walled room was silent.


  The Delta class cruiser of the Confederation winked into normal space 20 light minutes from the MO redness that was Antares. While calculators were plotting a course to the blazing primary’s fourth planet, Telmann and Infrost conferred in the latter’s cabin.


  “How soon will be touch down?”


  “Not for about twelve hours. Yull’s main Continent is asleep now.”


  “Yull?” Infrost asked.


  “The inhabitants’ name for their planet.”


  “Oh.”


  “By the way, you’ve been briefed on them, haven’t you?”


  “Yes, but I would very much like to hear your views. In the Director’s chamber you seemed to think that they were somehow—‘odd’.”


  Telmann frowned, “No, not odd exactly. They are Telepaths, you know.”


  “Well, that’s hardly ‘odd’. We’ve found Telepaths on Sirus 5, Procyon 7, Castor 6—on a lot of planets. Strange as it may seem to us. Telepathy is a rule outside our own system—not the exception to it.”


  “That’s true, of course. These people are long range Telepaths, too. Though that’s not too unusual—Archernat 5’s are.”


  “Then, what?”


  “It’s hard to put it into words, but I think what struck me was their indifference. It wasn’t any laissez-faire or Ghandism. It was almost as if they were absolutely sure of themselves.”


  Telmann stopped short, aware that he was being a little silly.


  Infrost grinned, “Well, we’ll see tomorrow.”


  The field on which the cruiser rested was covered with short, well-cropped grass. A small stream with strange plumaged birds resting on its surface was nearby. Telmann was sitting by the banks watching some children in a grove of. tall stately trees playing a game with a big ball and some sticks. Telmann reflected that if it were not for the fact that the children never spoke or laughed this could be a scene on Earth—almost.


  The children had seen him and the ship; had stared after the way of children and gone back to their play. Telmann reflected on what the attitude of children on Earth, say three centuries ago, would have been had an alien ship set down in one of their parks.


  “Peaceful, isn’t it?”


  Telmann turned and saw Infrost leaning against a tree.


  “Yes, very. How did you make out?”


  “Very well. They’ve appointed an ambassador to go with us to Earth.”


  “And do you, too, find them ‘odd’ ?”


  “No—although you’re right, they are very sure of themselves, and for no particular reason.”


  There was a frown on Telmann’s face, “I don’t know, they have every right to be proud of their planet. No wars, very little disease, poverty nonexistent.”


  “Yes, but practically no technical achievement at all.”


  “Well, isn’t that because of their Telepathy? I mean, doesn’t it make up for their lack of technical skill?”


  Infrost shook his head, took off his jacket and sat down. “No, you’ve got the cart before the horse. As far as I can figure out they developed Telepathy after they discovered that any major technical device was impossible.”


  “Impossible? How so?”


  “Their buildings are all plastic. Even their cars are plastic. No metal. This planet has an almost complete dearth of ferrous ores and metals, generally. As far as I can find from borings and from information they’ve given me, Uranium and Thorium are unknown except as theoretical possibilities.”


  “Hmmm. We’ll probably find that the Urey-Legham distribution curve of this system has dumped the metals on another planet.”


  “Probably.”


  “Do they know yet the Confederation MC rules governing cultures of a lower than 19 rating?”


  “No, that’s not my task. The Director will tell them all about that. They’ll be disappointed, I think—though they’ll never let us see it. They’re a race that doesn’t believe in showing emotion. Tharax, who is their chief of government and who will be accompanying us back to Earth. It has been with me most of this week. He’s been very keen on the Confederation—and, incidentally, on the possibilities of trade.”


  Telmann idly skipped a stone in the water.


  “Well, a 17-b culture can trade, can’t it?—even if it can’t enter the Confederation.”


  “Yes, theoretically, the MC grants permission but there are practical considerations which are going to strictly limit it, I’m afraid.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Nothing to trade. After all, what the Confederation needs are metals: Thorium, Magnesium, Uranium.”


  “How about food or culture in some basic form?”


  “No, I’m afraid not. Their food production is strictly limited by their lack of metal. Enough for themselves but not for others. As for culture, it’s entirely in the Telepathic vein. No visible or audible signs to speak of. It’s a shame, too, because without metals, they’ve reached a static point in their cultural development. I think they have the necessary drive and intelligence, too.” He watched Telmann skip another stone across the placid waters. “You know, I think they’re awfully nice people.”


  They sat there by the banks of the little stream skipping stones with red Antares looking down on the peaceful planet.


  Ships coming in from Vega or Formalhaut—from the thousand strange named places which the Confederation embraced—the rattle and roar of cargo booms—the clatter of incoming and outgoing passengers—A Great Space Port—


  “Director, this is Fer Tharax of Yull, Ambassador to the Confederation.”


  “We are most happy to meet you. If you are not too fatigued with your journey, we will go directly to my offices so that I may explain the laws of the Confederation to you.”


  Tharax’ thought came easily, “As the Director wishes.”


  Telmann and Infrost watched Tharax’ expression closely as the little NGC took them swiftly toward the imposing spires of the Confederation buildings some fifteen kilometers away. Infrost noted that Tharax’ keen glances slipped easily over the panorama of the mighty civilization which spread a thousand meters below. He was certainly not overawed by it. Interested, yes, but not overawed. Which was strange. Usually when so non-technical a civilization as Tharax’ was introduced to so highly technical a one as Earth’s, the result was likely to be awe, approaching upon worship.


  Then they were in the cool offices of the Director and the Director was telling Tharax of the Laws of the Confederation. He was telling how bitter experience had taught the Confederation that until a culture had reached a certain level, technical information must be withheld for the good of both the Confederation and the Planet concerned. There was an embarrassed pause. Infrost felt that even the Director had been charmed by Tharax’ odd paradox of interest and indifference. Perhaps the Director did not wish to tell Tharax that—


  Tharax’ thought was clear and quick, “It will be impossible for my people to receive technical aid from the Confederation.” It was a statement, not a question.


  The Director: “That is so. We are sorry—”


  Tharax waved his hand as if the matter was of no moment.


  “But Trade, is that possible?”


  “Yes, so long as the imports that Yull makes are non-technical. The exact rules will be explained to you by our Head of Commerce.”


  “Am I to be allowed to stay on Earth?”


  “For a period of two of our weeks. After that, you or another agent, may visit Earth once a year. Incidentally, during your stay, you may purchase whatever you wish up to a weight limit of a thousand kilograms—technical devices beyond a certain level excepted. The Confederation will pay for it.”


  “Thank you.”


  “He is gone?”


  “Yes, Director, this morning.”


  “You have a list of his purchases?”


  “Yes, Director. He did not even ask for any technical equipment or technical books—usually they try to take some with them.”


  “What did he take?”


  “Mostly books, Director.”


  “On what subjects?”


  “Here is a complete list, Director. Mostly on Music and Art, some on Philosophy and History, quite a number on Hobbies and a number on Sports. He used less than 200 kilograms of weight and expended 476 credits.”


  The Director looked puzzled. “Strange—very strange—yes, yet I like him; I rather like him.”


  “I, too, Director.”


  It was almost a year later according to Earth reckoning, that Infrost had occasion to notice Antares 4 again. And then it was practically by accident. Glancing over import figures—which had been left on his desk, he looked idly down the list—found that Teg with her greatly advanced 20-c culture had exported over twenty billion basic credits last year—found that Hardlo with almost that amount—a planet called Yull had exported something over one billion credits, which wasn’t bad for a 17-b culture—


  “Yull!” Why that was Antares 4! One billion credits! Impossible! Nothing to trade! Nothing at all!


  He pressed a button on his desk visor and his secretary’s face swam into view.


  “Will you get me the Head of Commerce, please?” A few moments pause and the striking black eyes which were the Head of Commerce’s chief asset looked quizzically at him.


  “I have glanced at a sheet of the latest planetary exports, sir, and I noticed that Yull, of the Antares System, has exported something in excess of one billion credits. Surely this is a mistake. I was chief of the second survey of Yull and I reported at that time that due to a lack of metal and material culture, as well as excess food stuffs, export was almost impossible. Would you check this for me?”


  “Surely.”


  One billion credits. Impossible—


  —and yet, Tharax and his people were so—


  “That figure is correct.”


  “But how? To where?”


  “As to where, mostly to Earth, although a large amount does go to Dras and Grander of the Mizar System. Apparently, they only export to groups settled by Earthmen. Mizar is Earth settled, you know. As to what, I really don’t know. You would have to consult the Director.”


  The Head of Commerce smiled and Infrost broke the connection after a courteous word of thanks.


  The Director’s office had not changed since that first day, years ago that Infrost had crossed its portals. Nor had the Director changed much. Still the efficient but human creature which commanded obedience and respect. Now the Director was speaking:


  “Yes, as a matter of fact, I had noticed the. import level of Antares 4. Something less than one billion credits, wasn’t it?”


  “Slightly more, sir.”


  “Well, then?”


  “But Director, what could they export?”


  The Director smiled—indeed, he almost laughed.


  “I think you will be surprised. Yes, very surprised. They export postage stamps.”


  “Stamps, sir?” Infrost asked.


  “Stamps.”


  “But I do not understand—they aren’t—”


  “Yull is now a prime producer of Philatelitics.”


  Infrost was the picture of surprise, astonishment and disbelief. The Director continued, “You’ll remember that Tharax took a number of books on hobbies with him. I find that among these were a number of volumes on Stamp Collecting. When a representative of the Earth’s Trade Commission visited Yull, Tharax asked and received permission to export stamps. What is wrong with that? Philately is a hobby as ancient almost as is Earth herself.”


  “But, Director, it is impossible! The inhabitants have no written language at all—they have no postal system, none is necessary; they are long range Telepaths.”


  “Again you are right. That is true,” the Director replied with a suspicion of a laugh.


  “But, Director, then that is fraud!”


  “By no means. They actually do send some letters now to places outside of Yull and even a little to themselves, I understand. Of course, they had no printing presses but that was well within their cultural development. They made one themselves, patterned, I should say, after pictures in our history books. Hand presses, probably. Crude, but workable. I’m told they put out beautiful stamps. Already they have over 500 issues. With the first money they made by selling them, they began to advertise. And—well, you know that philately is Earth’s largest hobby.”


  Infrost’s look of disbelief and surprise was now one of respect and amusement.


  “I begin to see. A very shrewd people. A wonderful people.”


  The Director nodded with enthusiasm. “A wonderful planet and a wonderful people, indeed. It is one to watch.”


  Infrost looked a question.


  “Oh, yes,” the Director smiled, “I’ve been there just recently—when you were on Spica 9. Tharax has re-applied for entry into the Confederation.”


  “It is really a shame that his people cannot join.”


  “But they can! No, this case is one of mind over matter. As you know, the Council gives me wide freedom to overrule the Calculator when I feel it is desirable. This is most certainly a ’Desirable Case.’ Any people so ingenious as to be able to make one billion credits without assistance of any kind in less than a year is a people of a high cultural level, I assure you. The fact that they chose so erudite a method as philately is another mark in their favor.”


  The Director arose and strolled to the high windows that looked out across the city. He turned to Infrost and said, “You know, Tharax hasn’t spent more than a few thousand of those credits. He told me he was absolutely sure of getting into the Confederation and he wanted to keep the money to buy metal. As Telmann said, they are so sure of themselves! Well,” a real laugh this time, “do you agree that it was wise to allow them in the Confederation?”


  “Indeed, yes, Director. I am happy they have achieved a higher status so rapidly. In fact, I believe it is a record, is it not, Director?”


  “I believe so. And would you be so good as to change their level with the MC to A5-19-b. I would appreciate that.”


  “Certainly, Director. And thank you.”


  When he was gone, the Director called his secretary, “When is my next appointment, please?”


  “In one hour, Director.”


  “Thank you. Would you please see that I am not disturbed during this time.”


  “Yes, Director.”


  From a drawer in his desk, the Director removed a large book, a small magnifying glass and a pair of blunt-end tweezers. Then from another drawer, he carefully removed a large sheet of heavy paper interlined with perforations and with artistic markings on the smaller squares. He removed one square and looked at it under the magnifying glass. Tharax had given him the first of the new commemorative issue—the general public issue wouldn’t be out for over another month—twenty-four perfect Red-Greens, showing the great seal of the Confederation of which he was Director. The Director chuckled joyfully to himself and began to enter the stamps on the pages of the large book.


  Jackrogue Second


  John Jakes


  He stood at a turning point in history, and his mind was blank to all forces around him. Yet when the final act was played, he knew as few others ever learned what his destiny was to be, and the true worth of his ultimate power.


  Motion.


  That was the first sensation. A gentle restless rocking in endless deeps of liquid warmth. There was no gradual awakening. One moment, he had simply not existed and the next brought full sense perception.


  He examined the situation. He had no memories, yet, and so his brain was a vast board waiting to be scrawled upon. There was the darkness which seemed normal to him because he did not know the function of eyes. There was the sloshing roll of liquid against him, but he did not know what the concept of liquid implied. On the lowest level of consciousness, he felt but did not interpret. He did not even form silent symbols to correspond with the sensations. He had no symbols.


  He felt vague movement in his limbs. He found that he could control that movement. He flexed things at the far ends of his being. There was a sound of agitated liquid rustling, and slivers of hardness pulled from him.


  Abruptly, as if it was a signal, he felt the liquid drop away. It slid down over his body in a ghostly line, and was gone with its warmth.


  He got control of more muscle groups. They functioned easily, without strain. At last, he explored the operation of his eyes, and they opened quickly.


  It was a small gray chamber. He lay in a hammock-like affair of wide fiber bands. He swung off the hammock which was fastened from thick brackets in two walls.


  The floor of the chamber was a steadying influence. It felt warm beneath his feet. He watched as the last of the liquid vanished in tiny whirlpools down several grilled drains. Rubber tubes with shining needle tips slithered back into wall openings.


  He took his first step, and had no trouble.


  Instantly, his mind began to form symbols. It was as if he had suddenly learned the business of encoding sensations into words in a moment, without the painfully tedious procedure of the successive steps of children. But again, he knew nothing of what was a child, or how did you learn to talk.


  His first question was uttered aloud in a firm, adult voice.


  “Who am I?”


  A portion of the gray wall moved upward in response to a distant hum, and he saw another room, somewhat larger, with the same gray walls. In the center of the ridged floor stood a square gray column.


  On top of the column was a crystal panel. As he rested one hand against the edge of the door, shimmering scarlet letters flashed upon the screen.


  Walk forward. Information here.


  He obeyed the command, holding his mind open for impressions. A slot opened below the crystal screen. Something thin and white showed. The sign blinked like a bloodshot eye and new letters appeared.


  Pull this out.


  He took the sheet of paper from the slot, feeling its heavy texture, marveling with childlike wonder at the new miracles springing to life before him. On the paper were black marks. He stared at them. A whole new learning process was completed in a moment.


  He read the first line eagerly.


  “You are Jackrogue.”


  He knew instinctively somehow that Jackrogue was a name. A name differentiated you from other names. So, other beings must exist somewhere attached to the other names. He read on, excited by the new prospect.


  “Examine yourself in the opposite wall.”


  He glanced up, startled. Another being stared at him. He realized that the other being was himself.


  He could not catalogue his appearance in terms of other appearances. He noted merely the black tangled hair, the harsh lips, the dreaming yet deadly eyes, the darkly brown muscular body. He almost felt that he had no right to possess such a body. It was . . . too perfect. It lent an atmosphere of precision and power that, for some unexplainable reason, should not have normally existed.


  “You are naked,” the paper said. He dug into the rapidly filling mental identification files. That meant without covering.


  A bin fell open in the gray column. He read the next words. “Take the clothes from the bin. Put them on. Do not read further until you have done so.”


  Rapidly, he followed orders. There was a pair of green trousers. He slipped those on. Next came soft black boots reaching almost to his knees. He donned a rough brown leather vest and attached something long and silvery to his belt. It had a cross piece near the top.


  The sign bled on the crystal screen once more.


  Further information.


  He fairly tore the new sheet from the slot. There were only a few words this time.


  “Go into the next chamber. Do nothing but wait.”


  A second door was open in the gray wall. Hastily he walked toward it, the sword slapping on his thigh.


  He entered the third room. It was a vast chamber. One side was covered with endless banks of instruments. And another side . . .


  He felt his legs grow weak and he staggered to lean against the gray hardness of the wall.


  The concept, the new magnificent . . . his mind could not grasp it.


  Blackness, but it was a great blackness that seemed tangible, sweeping away from the tall window in empire after empire of ebony. Bits of light whirled in the blackness, forming brilliant patterns of gold and red and blue and silver in all that forlorn dark.


  He peered through the window, becoming aware of the frightening immensity he watched. And then he realized that he was moving through that blackness toward one of the whorls of brightness.


  Fresh symbols and their meanings flooded over him. There was a distant pounding hum.


  Motors!


  He was moving.


  Ship!


  He was moving toward a . . . planet . . . in a . . . solar system . . . in a . . . galaxy . . . in a universe . . . in . . . infinity! The particular sun began to loom with startling proximity. It was large and pulsing with red brilliance.


  The breath whispered in his chest. The motor noise beat in his ears. He was being carried through the star-dripping night of space toward a planet of an unknown sun. There would be other beings. He was Jackrogue. He was alive. He had been born.


  His voice rocked with tremendous happy laughter . . .


  . . . and stopped.


  Relays functioned slightly in his mind. He felt . . . what was the symbol . . . guilt. For the banks of memory told him who he was, but they had also told him one other fact which he felt, somehow, he should not know. And yet the very thought of that fact brought revulsion, horror.


  Mentally, he ticked off the facts.


  He was Jackrogue. He pressed his skull against the window, blotting out the sights of light on dark.


  He was alive. Stop thinking. Stop thinking. Pieces of cold dripped from his armpits. He choked back a scream.


  He had been born . . . mature!


  Something had gone wrong with their plans. He knew more than he was supposed to know. They wanted him coming to a world with which he was not familiar. They wanted him in these clothes at this hour. The thoughts built themselves to a frenzy pitch within him, and suddenly were gone.


  Who were . . . they?


  There was nothing in his mind to answer. He rushed across the room, beating on the gray walls. They remained cold, unmoving. He ran back into the room where the gray column stood. The bin was still empty.


  “Who are they?” he roared. His hands closed on the hilt of the sword, yanking it free. He yelled again, “Who are they?”


  The crystal screen spelled out its blinking bleeding answer.


  No information. No information. No information.


  Hatefully he smashed down with the sword. There was a blue popping hiss and the screen broke into a thousand chiming pieces.


  He examined the original room. His nostrils recoiled at the pungent life-smell.


  Jackrogue raced back into the window room. The red star was a gnarled and puckered bloodclot dropping away below him. Two other planets wheeled above him, bathed in the red radiance.


  And directly ahead was a third world, larger than the other two, rapidly swelling as the ship sped unerringly toward it.


  Jackrogue was himself. Jackrogue was not a pawn. A new factor entered the pattern.


  Jackrogue felt rebellion.


  He figured carefully, oblivious to the sphere rushing to meet the ship. They wanted him at a particular point on that world, but he did not intend to be there. Therefore, only one solution.


  Feeling the muscles cord in his arms, he began to hack and chop at the banks of machinery. Dials broke, metal sheared away under the bite of the iron blade. The wall spilled out its shining insulated guts.


  Jackrogue felt the ship lurch.


  He noted that the planet seemed to change its position slightly beyond the window, and he knew that the ship had shifted. He would arrive on the world, but the angle was widening. He would arrive at a different point from the one originally scheduled.


  Satisfaction for Jackrogue as an individual of free will crept over him. He smiled grimly at the twisted entrails of the machines, and leaned against the window. The planet was a great mass of scarlet luminescence under him. He made out continents, then one continent, then mountains and rivers and finally red-bathed woodlands.


  He was unaware of the whining shriek that was rising from the tortured hull of the ship.


  With its gravitational brakes shattered, it plunged down and down at tremendous speeds.


  At the last instant, Jackrogue felt something to be wrong. Impotently, he rushed to the tangled instruments.


  The world exploded under him in a singing mass of whirling sharp fragments. He felt his sword slide from his hand, and labored to hold it.


  And then he was plunged back into the darkness from which he had been so recently born.


  Of course, he thought as he felt his mind swim dimly up from unconsciousness if they wanted me for a purpose, if they put me on the ship, they would make my body as strong as possible., I can’t be dead. Death is remembering nothing, thinking nothing.


  This time he did not open his eyes as soon as he got control of them. He let his senses record. The only thing he could feel was roughness, coarseness, hardness under big buttocks.


  He opened his eyes.


  An old man in a short sleeved jacket and baggy trousers was sitting on a chair, as he was. The old man had white hair with a wispy black “V” in the middle. He held some type of tubular weapon in his hand, pointed at Jackrogue. The sword rested on his knees.


  Jackrogue saw a window behind the old man. There was a city, with tall slender buildings thrusting up into a pink twilight. The burnished ball of a red moon hung just over an aerial highway where small cylindrical vehicles moved.


  He was seated on a rough chair of severely functional design. The rest of the furniture in the loom was useful, unattractive. Jackrogue saw that there were several cuts on his arms and legs that were already healed.


  “I’m going to kill you, you know,” the old man said suddenly. His eyes jumped under the frosty eyebrows and his tongue licked at a pale mustache.


  “How did I get here?” Jackrogue said.


  “They said you would come back.”


  He sat up alertly. “Who are they?”


  The old man chuckled nastily. “Everyone knows that. Nine thousand years is a long time . . .”


  “Nine thous . . .” The words choked off in his throat. The old man must be insane!


  “I was driving from Steeltown when I saw the rocket fall. The decelerators must have been faulty. I stopped and went into the field to see if anyone was alive. You were crawling through a hole in the plating, holding your sword, in a half-coma. I was frightened at first, but they said you would come. You were here, and I had you. I took you to the mobile and brought you here, to my home. I don’t care how they did it. Even if you are a god and the rest of the people will worship you, you’re still part of . . . them. All I want is to kill you.”


  “Tell me who I am,” he said harshly.


  “Jackrogue,” the old man replied simply.


  “Won’t you tell me any more?”


  “You don’t need to be told any more,” the old man said, “to die.”


  Jackrogue watched the sky darken, watched the moon rising like a child’s red rubber ball over the towers where lights began to flicker.


  “Then tell me why you’re going to kill me.”


  “You tell me,” the old man answered, standing up quickly. The sword clattered on the plastic floor. “Why did you ever have to leave Earth? Why couldn’t you have stayed there? Or at least, when you reached Antares, why did you have the desire to go on? I can’t explain it. I only hate you for it.”


  “I don’t understand you,” Jackrogue said.


  “No, I suppose you don’t.” Mockery bit deep through the still, dim room. “The Franchises for you and the other Barons have made us creeping spineless slugs for nine thousand years. No ambition, no will. And now, at last when we finally begin to throw off the lethargy, you come back. Well, no one will ever see you. It will be safer that way. Jarog will have her chance.”


  “What is that word, Jarog?”


  The man was puzzled for a moment, shaken. “You don’t know?”


  “I don’t.”


  “That is the name of this planet, the only inhabitable one in this solar system.” He shook his head and rubbed one hand over the black “V” in his hair. “I can’t comprehend the whole thing. They said you would come back, but you don’t seem to know anything of this world . . .” He could find no answer to the problem, so he turned once again to his hatred.


  “Get on your feet,” he ordered.


  Jackrogue stood up. This meant permanent blackness. But he had a burning will to live, to find out about the god statement, to find out why he had been born, and how, and a thousand other minor questions, all singing forceful and insistent within his brain.


  In an instant, Jackrogue learned self-preservation.


  His boot slid forward along the floor, catching the sword, carrying it upward with the force of his kick. The blade struck the old man’s hand. He dropped the tubular weapon, whining.


  Jackrogue scooped up the sword and thrust it against the old man’s wrinkled neck.


  “Now. Tell me about myself.”


  The old man peered at him, half of his face in shadow, half tinted pink from the moon beyond the window. His eyes began to fill with tears.


  “I suppose I always knew I would be powerless against a god. Nine thousand years is a long, long time. But I hope you do not win.”


  His voice whispered off into silence.


  “Tell me . . . Jackrogue began again.


  The old man took one step forward.


  And the blade slid through his neck and came out at the base of his brain, dripping.


  Jackrogue pulled it free, watching the old man crumble and sag into an ancient heap upon the floor. He felt pity, sadness at destroying a human being, even though the old man had wanted to kill him.


  But he was in a room, and outside was a city. A new problem. A dangerous one.


  He left the old man in the middle of the floor because he did not know what else to do with him. He searched for a door and found it. A long hall stretched away. He padded down it silently and pulled open the door at the end, sword in hand.


  There was a large shed-like room filled with the cylindrical vehicles he had seen on the aerial highway. He walked along a platform, down a few steps, and selected one.


  It was a one-seat affair with a slanting dash panel, a large blue button in the center, and a wheel. He pulled the cockpit up and climbed inside.


  He felt fear in his belly, but he knew that he had to go on, had to keep looking until he found the secret of his being. It involved strange names . . . Earth . . . Antares . . . the Franchises . . . the Barons . . . and nine thousand years.


  He hesitated, and pressed the blue button.


  The vehicle slid smoothly forward. The wall moved aside, and he was on a ramp that led upward to an aerial highway.


  The city spread out below him. The mobile was easy to guide, and the traffic was light, so he examined the panorama of brilliance and beings. They were like him. But there were others . . .


  Jackrogue discovered women, and it was a strange and decidedly pleasant discovery. The people were dressed in clothing much as the old man had worn. He sensed that his vest and boots were somewhat outdated. But they had been in the ship, part of the purpose . . .


  Searchlights threw modulating color upon the tall towers. The sky was completely dark now, lit only by the swollen moon and the stars. He felt cool air fan his face as the mobile moved through the traffic.


  He realized that he had to take definite steps.


  There was a small roadside cubicle up ahead. A man in what resembled a uniform stood just inside, talking to someone on a crystal screen.


  Jackrogue pulled over into a deserted lane, and then into the lane next to the cubicle. He pressed the blue button again, experimentally. He sighed with relief as the mobile slid to a halt.


  The officer came out.


  “Tell me,” Jackrogue said slowly, keeping well back in the shadow of the mobile cockpit, “where is the most important place on Jarog?”


  The officer replied without hesitation, “Imper City.”


  “How . . . how do I get there?”


  “Straight ahead to the first cutoff, turn right and take the through lane. You can make it by dawn.”


  Jackrogue reached for the blue button. Light glared in his eyes.


  “Jackrogue . . . Jackrogue . . . I saw Jac“You a stranger? Everybody knows . . .” There was a gagging noise. “Christus . . . Jackrogue . . .”


  Savagely, Jackrogue jammed his finger on the button. The mobile shot away from the tiny house.


  He turned once, his cheek quivering in nervous terror. The officer was gesturing Wildly to other mobilists. He could see the man’s mouth working in spastic amazement.


  krogue . . .”


  The mobile shot on. He looked straight ahead. Imper City by dawn.


  The mobile screamed around the cutoff and away from the city. Under the night, Jackrogue drove toward the secret of his being.


  Nine thousand years . . . and something about a god . . .


  There was no means by which to reckon time. There was only the endless flat rushing of the mobile tires on the dark highway, the sudden gusts of other lighted mobiles passing. The mobiles were filled with two, sometimes three and four people. Jackrogue watched them rush by, enviously. They were beings with backgrounds, whole histories in their minds. They were beings who knew, how they had been created. They also knew in a fashion why: male and female had mated. Jackrogue did not even have that satisfaction.


  You shouldn’t know about male and female, his brain kept nagging. You shouldn’t question. But he did question, because he knew dimly that he was not according to the pattern arranged by . . . they.


  His hands turned the wheel mechanically, and lighted towns fell away below him, golden chunks of warmth lost suddenly in the never-never land of the rolling dark. His only companion was the fatbellied red moon.


  But suddenly he was no longer alone.


  Green signal lights on a small rocket flier winked on and off just above and to the left of his mobile. He drove steadily, wondering why the lights were there.


  And then he knew. Someone followed.


  Magnetic grapples descended from the ship like round suckers on chains. He heard them smack-clank against the mobile roof. He jabbed the button, lips peeled back in instinctive fear.


  The tiny mobile jerked spasmodically. The grapples held it. He took his finger off the button. The motor cut out. There was only the whine of the wind, a coughing rumble of small jets, and the sound of the tire. He could do nothing. They were towing him.


  Were they in the flier the same as they, the creators?


  He noticed that the rocket was on the right side of the car now. Overhead lights bathed a cutoff just ahead in fey blue radiance. He felt the tires turn as the grapples swung the weight of the car.


  Clenching his hand around the sword hilt, he waited. The rocket veered and the tires shrieked around the curve, spiraling downward. The rocket darted under the highway roadbed and swung out over a secluded level area. Farther on, the road spiraled down again and was lost in the night of the yellow towns.


  The mobile was jerked upward and the tires sloughed free of the pavement. They whirled and whispered silently in the air for a moment, and then stopped turning.


  Chains braked. The mobile was set down with a bump.


  Abruptly, Jackrogue scrambled out of the car and stood looking up at the rocket, shadowy against the blackness of the highway far above. Dim blue lamp poles cast fantastic long shadows around great supporting columns. The green signals on the ship went out. The jets coughed redly one last time and died. The rocket hung steady against the force of gravity.


  Jackrogue swallowed, slinking back into the shadow of a pillar. His blade came out, shining silver.


  And a door on the rocket clanked open.


  A figure was there, shrouded in a long cape. Jackrogue could see a large white R standing out from the cloak with ghostly radiance.


  A beam of light came from the figure in the door above him. He cringed back when it fell on him, holding his futile sword.


  “Jackrogue,” said a voice. He realized it did not belong to a man. “Come with us and do not make trouble. It will be safer that way.”


  “Who are you?” he snarled. “Why do you want me?”


  “I was sent,” the voice said quietly, “to take you to your creators.”


  He almost dropped the sword. He tried to speak, but managed only a dry rasping cackle.


  There was a faint hum and the small dark ship lowered. Jackrogue saw opaque shining ports, and large windows at the front through which he could see two cloaked pilots watching him with curious wonder.


  The light went out. “Will you come without force?” the woman asked.


  He nodded wearily and slid the blade back in its sheath.


  His steps were sodden, but his mind teemed with anticipation. Here, then, was the beginning of the solution . . .


  He put his hands on the metal port and pulled himself up. It shut behind him loudly. Light flooded over him. The jets began to rock and roar. There was again a feeling of motion.


  The girl in the cloak marked with the white R motioned him to a row of large shock chairs. He sank down into one, and felt soothing fibrous fingers begin to massage his weary skin.


  “Who are you?” he repeated.


  “My name is Elva,” she replied. He saw dark hair, a small mouth, brown eyes. She was the first woman he had seen closely, and so to him she would remain forever the most wonderful of them all.


  “What do you know about me?” he wanted to know, sensing the almost futile stupidity in his endless questions to everyone he met.


  “You are Jackrogue. A highway guard back at Textile City saw and recognized you. Word flashed around Jarog in less than an hour that you had come back. There were torchlight demonstrations in half a dozen cities. Some sympathizers were killed. Two in New Callisto were hanged from lamp poles. There was financial panic in thirty minutes. You are very important,” she finished. Her voice was full of pity. “I am sorry for you.”


  He stood up. There was a horrible ache in his temples. “But who,” he shouted, “is looking for me? Who sent you?”


  She gazed at him, still with pity, not replying. He breathed harshly for a moment. “I didn’t mean to speak like that,” he mumbled not knowing exactly why, knowing only that this woman called Elva was new and infinitely desirable.


  “We traced you on the highway by means of crossbar grids. We have orders to bring you to Imper City, to the House.”


  He sighed. The House. The House was a name, a tangible thing.


  “Could you tell me what the House is?” he said.


  “Certainly, although I don’t understand why you don’t know. The House is the House of Rogue. The House of Rogue rules this planet, Jarog. The House of Rogue was founded nine thousand years ago by Jackson Rogue.”


  “It’s confusing,” he said, sitting down again. He squeezed his eyelids together and opened them. “The names . . .”


  And then his lips parted ever so slightly. The brushes moved to and fro over his body, relaxing, relaxing. But they could not stop the thing that was on fire on his mind . . .


  Jackson Rogue . . . from that to Jackrogue. Jackrogue established the House of Rogue which ruled the planet. He established it nine thousand years before. There had been a prediction that be would return.


  But . . . nine thousand years? Instinctively his mind recoiled. He had no memories. But would anyone remember nine thousand years in the stars? Would there be any thoughts left alive in all that time? He had scarcely been alive at all, and he felt that he was not Jackson Rogue of nine thousand years ago. He was . . . something . . . someone else . . . a new entity.


  Jackrogue. But the second Jackrogue.


  And most important, why?


  “Please,” he started to say, “please tell me . . .”


  Elva shook her head, gesturing in the air. He listened. There was no sound. The ship settled.


  Elva moved to him, put her hands on his chest. They were cool and trembling. “I am a servant of the House,” she murmured, “but I believe that we should have the chance to stand alone, without our rulers. Help us . . . give us that chance . . .”


  His mind was befuddled, thick, turgid. He touched her hair.


  “I love you,” he said in bewilderment. “I have just learned I love you. Is that . . .” He avoided her eyes . . . is that stupid?”


  “No,” she replied softly. “If you do not help them, whoever you are and wherever you come from, you will find me . . .”


  “Elva . . .” he said haltingly.


  The port clanged open behind him.


  “You must go,” she whispered. “The House of Rogue is waiting.”


  He pressed her hand clumsily and jumped from the port. Turning for one final look at her, he saw the ship port close swiftly, cutting her off. Cutting her off . . . finally?


  The green lights around the port went out.


  He turned around.


  It was a long corridor, high and wide, and dripping with some soft white light. From somewhere echoed a muted roaring, as of many human voices lifted up to the stars.


  At the far end of the hall, two mighty black doors began to open.


  Sweat dribbled down his chest, onto his stomach. He took hold of the sword hilt and began to walk. His boots rattled on the floor with empty echoes.


  And he could not control himself. He walked faster and faster, elation and fear strangely mixed and singing in his brain. The doors swung wider and wider.


  The boots drummed.


  The mighty doors were Jackrogue and nine thousand starlit years unfolding, Earth and Antares and the Barong and the Franchises, the secret of life, and the great thundering they.


  He pulled out his sword and walked between the mighty doors.


  They closed behind him, too silently.


  What was horror, wondered Jackrogue. Was this horror? Two people, a man and a woman. The man gross and bald and shrewd of eye. The woman austere and proud in a long gown, with white hair piled high on her head. A man who devised the means, a woman who planned the end.


  Could this be a setting for horror? A great shadowed. room with a long table! At which the two were seated, and immense windows, and far down below in a square, endless throngs of people who waved torches in a mad flaming snake dance and shouted over and over and over, “Jackrogue . . . Jackrogue . . . Jackrogue . . .”


  He tensed, advancing: to the table. The man and the woman surveyed him. The ceiling wavered with flame shadows. He asked his question, for the last time.


  “Who are you?”


  “I am Allysyn Rogue and this is my brother Vincent,” the woman said. “Sit down.”


  “No. I will stand. You will explain everything.”


  “Nine thousand years ago,” the woman said rapidly, “man began to explore and colonize the stars from his mother planet Earth. He operated under the guidance of the Solar Colonial Council, which financed colonies on Mars and Venus. Then the first ships reached other star systems and new worlds were discovered. Colonization spread.”


  “But it was expensive,” the fat man put in suddenly, “fantastically expensive, to a mind-shattering degree. Our ancestor, the first Jackson Rogue, had wealth. He came to the second planet of the Antares group and made a bargain with the Solar Council.


  “They could afford no more colonizations. But he would choose a star system, finance colonization with his money, transport humans there, provided the Council granted him and his descendants Franchise as exclusive rulers and controllers of life in the new colony.”


  “The words come back,” Jackrogue whispered. “Antares, and the Franchises. They come back.”


  Allysyn Rogue nodded, as if tired. “Other rich men took up the idea, each founding his own colony. They were the Barons of Space, absolute rulers of their particular world. Jarog became the world of Jackson Rogue.


  “Nine thousand years have gone by, and all the other Barons have fallen. Their colonies stand alone. The people have matured, have become able to govern themselves. Only on Jarog do the Barons still rule. We are the last of the line, and now the people want their independence. They no longer have to look to us for everything. Our financial resources are largely gone. We needed some great psychological weapon to bring back their loyalty.”


  “And I,” Jackrogue said slowly, hearing the voices lifted down in the burning square, “am your weapon.”


  “Precisely.” The fat man scratched his belly under his tunic. “The people still hold a fanatical worship for the Original Jackson Rogue. He is their legend, their god. So we contrived to make a new Jackrogue, announcing that he would reappear as a sign of our right to rule. I have long worked in embryology and memory-formation, and I developed the Rogue Ovoplasmic Technique. Your birth ship was built in outer space. An egg and sperm with selected specialized gene patterns were united, and you were placed in the artificial placent-life fluid to mature. We left the ship outside our system and returned here. Your maturity was rapidly accelerated, and when it was complete, the ship’s motors were automatically started, to carry you back here to us. When you awoke, pre-conscious memory patterns we had planted came to life. And because of the gene selection scheme I had worked out, you would look exactly like Jackson Rogue of nine thousand years ago.”


  “There is no more to say,” the woman finished. “You are Jackrogue. We want our power and you will help us. That is why you were born.” Her eyes flickered carefully, dangerously. “You were born for no other purpose but to help us. Those down there will listen to you.”


  “What if I won’t help you?” Jackrogue asked.


  “But you will!” Her gaze was incredibly ancient, yet fierce, insistent. “You were born for no other purpose! You were born to help us. We created you in that mold! You can do nothing but that for which you were created!”


  He felt downcast, lonely, and completely at an end. This was the purpose. They had made him. They . . .


  He sucked in his breath, and freedom exploded in his head.


  “But you made a mistake,” he breathed. “You made a mistake!”


  Vincent Rogue laughed. “I told you, Allysyn. I told you gene patterns could not be perfectly controlled. When the ship did not land here as scheduled, I knew there was some unforseen variable present. We aren’t the ultimate creators. He has independence, free thought.”


  “Christus damn you, Vincent,” she said, her bony blue hands shaking on the table, her mountainous hair tottering.


  “Just like the first God,” Vincent Rogue said. “We made a creature who was imperfect and could turn from our plan. The fall of Adam who tasted the forbidden fruit of knowledge because we could not control completely his mind and memories . . .”


  “You have no wealth, no power, no weapon,” Jackrogue said. “I am free.”


  The old woman staled at the table. “I knew we would fail,” her brother said laughingly. “I knew we had to fail. You hoped he would not remember that he was not born in the pattern . . . but he remembered . . .”


  “I am going to live my life,” Jackrogue said. “How do I leave here?”


  “The stairway,” Vincent Rogue said, pointing to a darker alcove in the dim room. “The stairway, down to the people . . .”


  Jackrogue turned to leave.


  “Wait,” said the woman. It was the imperative command of a dying queen. She both accepted and refused defeat in the one word.


  “Leave us your sword,” Allysyn Rogue said calmly.


  He tossed it to them. The blade skittered across the table like quick-silver lightning. Her hand closed firmly on the hilt.


  He stopped once, hearing a man’s scream, fat and slobbering, whirl upward and then tear off. There would be, he knew surely, no ground from the woman.


  The stairs led through another alcove into a large marble hall. Across the hall were more doors, this time transparent.


  Jackrogue breathed proudly, put the palm of one hand against each of the doors, and pushed outward.


  The people began to scream and claw at one another. Torches danced and jumped, sending sooty worms to stain the moon.


  He stood on broad stone steps leading down to the mass of humanity in the square. They roared his name again and again, and the sound beat at him like tangible waves of force.


  He screamed for them to be silent. He screamed until his lungs ached and his arms were heavy from gesturing. At last, the noise died out across the square in a rippling that washed away from him, away and away, until even the farthest corners of the crowd were quiet.


  “I am a new Jackrogue,” he shouted, “not the old one reborn. The rulers are dead. You are free of them, no longer dependent. Do with your lives whatever you want. I am going to live among you. I belong to no one. I . . .”


  His hand clutched out to hold onto a stone pillar. There was a face. She watched him, proud and happy, even as she unfastened a black cloak and dropped it, symbol of a dead way of life.


  In another moment he was in the crowd, fighting his way through, tearing and battering. Hands crushed at him, pulled at him, longed to touch him. Voices screamed his name in a frenzy of freedom and adulation.


  And then, she was against him and his arms were around her.


  The sound of his name was a great roar that shook the towers of Imper City. The torches blazed like funeral pyres for the dead House of Rogue, and triumphant beacons of the new liberated men.


  Everything seemed to spin about him. The soft body in his arms was the only steady factor.


  In that mad world of noise and flame and lights and thunder, the second Jackrogue knew suddenly the reason for his birth.


  The Haters


  William Morrison


  They flung themselves across light years of space to show the world their hatred and contempt. And out among the stars, they learned at last what hatred could really mean to them and what they hated!


  “We’ll show them,” said Kerman.


  Grayson didn’t answer. Kerman was more than half crazy, and he had been talking about showing them ever since coming on board. Grayson had got used to him, just as he had got used to all the others. After all, you couldn’t expect to hire a crew that was exactly normal, not for a trip like this. You simply picked up what you could get and took these characters in your’ stride, and when they started talking in their different peculiar ways, you didn’t pay attention.


  Still, if ever Kerman’s remark had been appropriate, it was at a time like this. Here was a planet that would everything they were looking for. And nobody to stop them from taking it.


  McGant, who acted as first mate, came over to him and said, “We’re all set to land, Captain.”


  “Hold off for awhile,” replied Grayson. “I’m checking our observations.”


  “There’s nothing to check,” commented McGant sourly. “Oxygen, temperature, gravity; air presssure—everything’s in the right range. Radioactivity’s a little high, but that’s the way we want it. Not enough to hurt, but high enough to be promising.”


  “I’m not sure about the inhabitants,” Grayson said.


  McGant looked at him oddly. You didn’t get respect from a crew like this, thought Grayson. Some were slavish, but in general you were lucky if you got grudging obedience, and didn’t have to dodge a knife in the back. McGant, now, was not exactly half crazy, but he was a good quarter of the way gone. And here he was looking at Grayson as if he considered the latter the one who was weak in the head. Maybe he had something there at that, thought Grayson.


  “There’s no danger from them,” said McGant. “Only one intelligent species, and not many specimens of them around. And they’re still in the ape-man stage.”


  “I’m not so sure.”


  “By Pluto, Captain, it’s obvious enough. Not a building, not a boat, not a canal in the place. No sign that they’ve ever heard of the use of tools. No sign that they grow their own plant food or use weapons to kill their prey. What more do you want of them, an I.Q. test?”


  “That would help,” said Grayson. “For lack of it, I’m taking another look at some of these telescopic films we made.”


  “I’ve gone through them. They don’t show any danger.”


  “I tend to agree with you. But it doesn’t pay to be careless.”


  “Anything you say, Captain,” replied McGant in a respectful voice, managing to convey his contempt by facial expression alone. “Somebody on every ship has to be careful, just as somebody has to be the ship’s clown. But I’ll lay two to one that you’re only wasting our time. An hour from now we’ll be coming in for the landing we should be making right now.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” returned Grayson coldly, He didn’t like that remark about the clown.


  “And then, by Pluto, we’ll start collecting the stuff. We’ll, show the dirty so-and-so’s, Captain.”


  “You have restricted objectives,” said Grayson. McGant’s dirty so-and-so’s, of course, were the inhabitants of his native Mars. Kerman’s “them” were the officers of the Interplanetary Transport Service, who had fired him for perfectly justifiable reasons.


  Grayson himself wasn’t so petty. The “them” that he was going to show was nothing less than the entire human race.


  He studied the films, running them through three more times, looking for any clue that might hint at an advanced but concealed state of civilization, for any sign that the intelligence of the highest race, the A-race, was above what he called the ape-man stage. There was nothing.


  The intelligent ones were not particularly impressive-looking. They were about five feet high, rather slender in build, and not at all humanoid in appearance. They looked like walking lizards, which they were not. Their jaws protruded and their foreheads receded, as if they relied more upon their teeth than upon their brains. And Grayson had learned that in an enemy you had to fear brains more than anything else.


  Completely sane or not, McGant was right. After an hour, Grayson gave the signal, and the ship spiralled in for a landing. It settled down on a smooth grassy plot that was red and gray with small growing plants.


  They got out, their weapons ready, and looked around them. There was nothing startling, and Grayson wondered why he couldn’t shake off the feeling of danger. The plants were unusual, of course, but no more unusual than those of a planet like Venus, for instance. Tall gray trees, red and gray bushes, blue grass. They were fixed where they grew, as plants should be, and Grayson saw no reason to fear them. Still, tests had to be made.


  A couple of the men, directed by McGant, were already gathering samples to make them. They took specimens of the air, the soil, they took the leaves and bark of different plants. In the ship itself, Stratton, the biochemist, who was a very kindly and gentle person except when he took a notion that the Universe was persecuting him, fed the materials through the electrono-chemical tester system. This read off their important characteristics in no more than the time that a human analyst would have taken to focus a microscope.


  “No poisons and no very bad skin irritants,” he reported, “except on one of the larger species of trees, and I don’t think there’ll be much trouble, Captain, in getting an antitoxin to control that. Some of the grasses produce mild allergens, but our drugs should handle them.”


  No danger from that source then. As for the animals—Grayson heard the click of a gun going off, and saw a blue animal leap out of the grass and lie still. Kerman and a couple of others were assembling specimens of the larger species. Another crew was collecting the planetary equivalent of insects. Soon they would get together numerous representative types of animal life, study how the creatures reacted, find out how easy they were to kill. Another electronic analyzer would dissect them and report all their important characteristics to the waiting men.


  An hour later, the summarized reports began to come in. By the end of the afternoon, a hundred small species and a dozen of the larger ones had been analyzed. There was nothing to be afraid of.


  Meanwhile, the rest of the crew had not been idle. Under Grayson’s direct orders, a dozen of them were scouting at low levels in their one-man helicopters. If the planet was as rich in the different metals as it seemed to be, they should have located enough ores to make fortunes for the entire crew in a single day of mining.


  When the reports began to come in over the radio, Grayson knew that he was right. Their fortunes would be made.


  “We’ll show them,” grinned Kerman, almost drooling at the idea of the money he was going to have.


  This time Grayson nodded. He dreamed of what the money would do for him, and the bitter smile he habitually wore slowly hardened. What a showing that was going to be.


  They operated on a twenty-four hour day, although the period of rotation of the planet was closer to thirty. It was still dark when the morning wake-up bell out and began to get the mining sounded, and the men tumbled machinery ready for operation. A technician, relatively sane but surly, tested the electron filters in banks, replaced one that was faulty, gave the mechanical parts a quick once-over, and reported, “Shipshape, Captain.”


  “Start mining.” Grayson had made a map, showing the different ore-rich areas listed in the preceding day’s explorations. He pointed out Area 1 and said, “Try that first.”


  The man nodded. “Could use more equipment.”


  “We’ll get along this trip. And next trip we’ll have enough equipment to go ten times as fast.”


  The ‘copter with the mining group flew into the surrounding darkness, its glowlights lighting up the trees for a distance of a thousand feet ahead. Things were settling down to a routine, thought Grayson. Everything quiet, everything in order. Absolutely no danger.


  McGant came out of the inside of the ship and grinned at him. “No trouble, Captain?”


  “None so far.”


  “It’s like I expected. That A-race isn’t dangerous at all. And as for brains—well, they’ve got just enough to keep out of our way.”


  “We didn’t run across any yesterday?”


  “There don’t seem to be many around. One of the men came across a single specimen. He shot at it, but the thing was quite a way off, and he missed.”


  “Tell the men not to kill them. We’ll see if we can tame them and get some use out of them.”


  But he wasn’t actually counting on that. It was enough, he told himself, to know that the race was harmless. From now on, the only thing that counted was the rate at which the metal could be mined and brought to the ship.


  All the same, he experienced a feeling of uneasiness later, when he overheard two of the men talking. One of them was jeering, “Don’t tell me you missed him, Fernald. Why, I thought you could hit a target with that gun of yours from ten miles away.”


  “I can. But I’m not used to the air here, and my range-finder doesn’t work the way it does on Earth or Mars.”


  Then the two men became aware that Grayson was near them, and they slouched to attention and saluted sloppily. What did the man miss? Grayson asked himself. An animal at which he was shooting, of course. But what sort of animal? One of the A-race?


  Discipline was bad enough without letting the men know that he had overheard part of their conversation and wanted to hear the rest of it. He passed by them, and noticed that they resumed talking in low voices when he was out of earshot.


  The incident annoyed him, and the next day he himself went out with one of the hunting parties. The animals had learned caution now, and were in no hurry to show themselves. One of the men had to flush them out of their hiding places with a strong ultrasonic beam, which he swept in all directions, and even then they moved so swiftly that they were not easy to kill. By the time you aimed at them they had changed color and taken refuge in their next hideout. And then you had to go through the whole process all over again.


  It was an hour before Grayson himself got a shot. When he did let loose finally it was at a small lizard-like animal only a foot high that came placidly out of a burrow thirty feet away and stood there, as if oblivious of the irritation of the ultrasonic beam, examining the men with interest.


  Grayson’s blast had more power in it than he would have wanted to use on so small a creature. It caught the lizard full in the middle, and knocked it back. For a moment Grayson was afraid that he had torn the thing to pieces.


  He hadn’t. As he watched in amazement, the animal picked itself up, completely unhurt, and moved slowly into its burrow again.


  One of the men laughed uneasily. “You didn’t catch it head on, Captain. You just sideswiped it.”


  Grayson said firmly, “I hit it head on.”


  “Besides,” said another of the men, “even a glancing shot with that much power should have killed it.”


  “It should have,” agreed Grayson. “Has anybody here killed one of these things before?”


  “I aimed at one yesterday, Captain, but I missed.”


  It was Fernald who spoke. Captain Grayson said sharply, “Sure you missed?”


  “Not now I ain’t, Captain. But I thought so at the time.”


  “Prentiss,” said Grayson, “flush that thing out with the ultrasonic beam again. I want another look at it.”


  The ultrasonic beam rose to full power. Nothing came out of the burrow.


  Grayson’s forehead was damp. He said, “Somebody toss a grenade down there. That should get it out, in pieces if need be.”


  They stepped back and Fernald tossed the grenade. Fernald liked to toss grenades. The clumps of dirt shot up and out in all directions, and left a hollow a dozen feet across. At the bottom of the hollow they could see the small lizard looking up at them. It seemed annoyed that its privacy had been disturbed, but otherwise not particularly upset. Grayson stared at it more, closely than before. The thing helped him by standing up on its hind legs so that he could get a better look at it.


  The jaws protruded, the forehead receded. It looked like al small-scale, slightly altered edition of the members of the A-race. “Probably an earlier and smaller form,” he thought. “It must have the same evolutionary relation to the A-race as monkeys have to men.”


  The thing looked at him and opened its jaws. Grayson heard the thinnest of squeaks. Most of the sound, he realized, must be in the ultrasonic range.


  Another small lizard popped out of a burrow close by; and disregarding the presence of the men a couple of dozen feet away, the two things held a squeaky conversation. Then both turned and moved calmly into the second burrow.


  “Want me to open that one too?” asked Fernald eagerly.


  “Don’t bother.” Fernald was too anxious. Better keep him under control, or he’d let his passion for throwing grenades g the better of him.


  “I got something a little better than a grenade, Captain,” said one of the other men. “Midget-sized nuclear bomb. We’ll have to back up, though, if we want to use it.”


  “We’ll try that,” said Grayson.


  The man moved cautiously to the burrow and planted the bomb. Then they all moved back. When the bomb went off, the explosion could be felt a half mile away. Dirt and rocks flew into the air, and with them the two small lizard things.


  When the men approached once more, the two beasts had their heads together again, squeaking away as before. Apparently they had been unharmed by the explosion.


  Grayson looked at his men and they looked back at him, and nobody spoke. Finally, Fernald, now no longer fingering a grenade, suggested, “There seems to be nothin’ much we can do to those things, Captain. And it would be too bad if they came after us. Maybe we better leave them alone.”


  “I’m afraid we’d better. Back to the ship, everyone.”


  He spoke calmly, but inside he wasn’t at all calm. He had been right from the first, there was danger here, terrible danger. So far, by some miracle, the little lizards had shown no inclination to harm them. But what if the bombing of their burrows had aroused their anger?


  The next day he learned that the small lizards were not invulnerable.


  They had set a trap a half mile from the ship, and when the alarm went off, Captain Grayson looked at the visor to see what he had caught. It was a big lizard this time, a member of the A-race. The thing stood on its hind legs within the smooth hard walls of transparent metal and gazed around it, as if wondering what had happened. It made no sudden motion, showed no sign of panic. It simply examined the situation in what seemed to Grayson a very human way.


  Something moved at the edge of the visor screen, and Grayson perceived that a small lizard was inspecting its larger relative through the transparent metal wall. Half a dozen additional small lizards joined the first, and for a few seconds they stared placidly at the large creature inside the trap.


  Then the large one acted. Its paws swiped at the metal wall, and the wall tore. A second later the large one was out of the trap, attacking the small creatures which surrounded it.


  The walls must have caved in completely then, for the visor screen blanked out. Grayson swore in frustration, and then barked, “McGant, Fernald! Get a couple of men with midget nuclear bombs and come with me! I want to see what’s going on there!”


  Two minutes later they were in a ‘copter, flying over the place where the broken remains of the trap lay. McGant looked out and said, “All quiet now, Captain.”


  “We’ll land and look around. You fellows keep your bombs ready for use. They don’t seem to hurt the beasts, but at least they’ll blow them out of the way.”


  As they eased the ‘copter off the ground, Grayson sprang out and ran over to what seemed to be a torn rag. It was what was left of one of the small lizards. He stared at it in disbelief for a moment, aware that his heart was pounding with fear. He found it hard to believe.


  Fernald said gloomily, “We couldn’t make a dent on that thing, Captain, but the big one seems to have torn it to pieces in no time at all. Absolutely no time at all.”


  “What’ll happen to us if the big one comes after us?” asked McGant.


  Grayson shook his head. “Better not talk about it. So far we’ve been lucky enough to have it avoid us. God help us if it ever acquires a fondness for our company,” he told them.


  Fernald pointed. “Here’s another little one, dead as a door nail. Looks like it’s been burned.”


  The skin seemed to have been scorched. Grayson said, “That must be one of the pair we caught with our midget nuclear, bomb.”


  “So the bomb had an effect after all,” observed McGant.


  “Not enough. If we had a full sized one—”


  “Which we haven’t, Captain.”


  “Which we haven’t. But if we had, we might protect ourselves. As it is—” He hesitated. “As it is, we’re getting off this planet.”


  “No, Captain!” exclaimed McGant. “By Pluto, we were all going to get rich here and go back and show them. You can’t go off now, leaving all that valuable metal untouched.”


  Grayson’s lips tightened. “In the ‘copter, you fools,” he ordered. “We’re going back to the ship, and once we get there we’re leaving the planet. If you don’t like the idea, McGant, you can stay here with these lizard beasts. And you can keep any man who wants to stay here with you.”


  The others shook their heads and Fernald spoke for them “Not us, Captain. Not after what we’ve seen them do.”


  The flight back to the ship was made in swift silence. Grayson got out and saw Kerman gaping foolishly at him. “All quiet, Kerman?”


  “All quiet, Captain.”


  “Get back on the ship. Have Sparks send out a message recalling all reconnaissance and mining crews. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes. Anybody not on board in that time stays behind on this planet.”


  He ran down the corridor and threw open the door to his office. In the doorway he stood as if paralyzed. One of the A-beasts was there near his desk, staring at him. A hole torn in the metal floor showed how the beast had entered.


  His hand swung to the weapon at his belt and then dropped away. Explosive weapons were useless. The only thing that could save him was his head, his human brain, the great brain of a race which had set out to conquer the universe.


  A crewman came running down the corridor to him and shouted, “Captain! They’ve torn a hole in the side! And they’re ripping out the engine!”


  Another A-beast suddenly opened the storeroom door and looked out at him. It was at this moment that Grayson almost realized the full hopelessness of their situation. But not quite. He knew that the ship could not take off without extensive repairs, and that he and the other crew members were prisoners at the mercy of the A-race. What he did not realize was the most important fact of all.


  There came the burst of an explosion from an adjoining corridor, then screams of panic. There must have been at least half a dozen guns blasting, thought Grayson. All, he knew, were useless, completely useless. Not one of them could harm the big lizard-like things. They could only excite them, enrage them, inspire them to revenge.


  He peered around the corner and saw what was happening. Very gently, two of the A-race were advancing upon a dozen cowering crew members. Like nurses removing dangerous toys from children who might hurt themselves, they were taking away the guns and grenades which the latter had been using.


  It was at that moment that the full truth burst upon Grayson. The A-beasts were not averse to killing. The way in which one of them had slaughtered the smaller creatures of his own planet showed that. If they were caring for the human beings it was for one reason alone—that the human beings were valuable to them, that the human beings knew things that they needed to know.


  And if they could acquire knowledge from the human beings, that meant that they themselves were intelligent, highly intelligent. That was the horrible truth, the stupendous danger that paralyzed Grayson’s mind. His knees buckled under him, and he sank back against a wall and gasped for breath. For the first time since he had been released from prison, his fear for the human race was so great that he forgot his hatred of it.


  The A-beasts were very intelligent jailers. To prevent the human beings from escaping they had removed the ‘copter engines and retired, leaving the prisoners both their quarters and the weapons they needed to protect themselves against lower beasts. In addition, as protection against the smaller lizards against which the weapons had proved so useless, they had thoughtfully left two of their own kind as guards.


  The guards picked out Grayson and Stratton, the biochemist, herded them gently into the captain’s office, and began to question them.


  They pointed to different objects and waited to hear the names. Very obediently, Captain Grayson began to teach them the human language.


  “Shrewd,” he told himself, “very shrewd. They’ve picked us two as the most intelligent of the entire ship. They figured we’d make the best teachers. Well, barring a touch of insanity, we’re not bad.”


  The other man seemed to have been frightened out of his delusions of persecution. No delusions at this moment, thought Grayson, just the persecution itself. Stratton said nervously, “They have a good memory, Captain. They repeat the words we give them without making a mistake.”


  In fact, the A-creatures were learning to speak at a rapid rate. Grayson could not imagine himself learning their language with such speed and accuracy.


  At the end of three days they could communicate-with the human beings with a fair degree of fluency. One of the first questions they asked was further evidence of their shrewdness. “Why do you have such men?”


  Stratton, with his delusions, naturally misunderstood. He began to explain, “All the men have different duties. One plots the ship’s course, one takes charge of the engines—”


  The A-beast said, “That is not what is meant.”


  Grayson nodded. “I think understand. You want to know why I have such a peculiar crew. But first, why do you think the men are peculiar?”


  “There is not sufficient regularity. We do not know what the human norm is. But we do know that this cannot be a normal sample. There is too great a variety of behavior. Some are dull and apathetic, like Kerman, some are excitable, like McGant. There is both cowardice and reckless indifference to loss of life. Some obey slavishly, others carry out orders only as a last resort.”


  “A fine crew, aren’t we?” agreed Grayson bitterly. “But for a trip like this, the bunch I picked was the best to be found.”


  “They are irrational. They hate. And they act upon their hatred.”


  “Yes, we hate. That is the one thing we have in common! McGant hates his native planet, which banished him for crimes he had committed. Kerman hates the Interplanetary Transport Service, which fired him for petty thievery. Fernald hates the Courts of Justice, which convicted his father of taking bribes. Some hate for reasons which exist in their twisted minds only. Others, like me, have good reason for hating the entire human race.”


  The two A-creatures exchanged glances. Grayson said angrily, “Don’t look superior. If you knew what they did to me, you’d understand. I was convicted for a murder I didn’t commit. I was sent to a penal colony to be reconditioned. After I had served ten years—the full period—they discovered the real murderer, who was by that time on his deathbed, and died thumbing his nose at them.


  “Ten years out of my life—think of it!” His voice choked with rage as he recalled his wrongs. “The most precious ten years. They couldn’t make it up to me, of course, but the thing was that they didn’t even try. They didn’t begin to try. They simply informed me that they’d note the correction in my dossier, and that I could go about my business as before, with no stain on my record.”


  He hadn’t meant to speak so freely, but now that he had listeners, the temptation to go on was irresistible. And in the back of his mind was another reason, a reason only half formed. He would hold nothing back. Nothing, except—


  “They forgot that they had reconditioned me. When I entered the colony I was a reasonably normal human being. When I left it, I was—as you see me now. I hated every one. Almost the first thing I did was to square the account a bit. I had paid the customary ten years for a human life, paid it in advance. I took what was coming to me by killing the most brutal of the guards. I felt better then, but I still hated people.


  “While I was in the penal colony, the intergalactic drive had been discovered. But its use was prohibited indefinitely. The authorities reasoned that the other galaxies might be full of unknown dangers, and they didn’t want to bring any of them down upon the Solar System: Intergalactic exploration was forbidden to all ships but official Government vessels, which were to be especially trained to take the necessary precautions.”


  He grinned unpleasantly. “Personally I didn’t give a damn whether I brought danger down upon the Solar System or not. All I knew was that there were hundreds of thousands of planets yet unexplored, and that they probably contained enough in raw materials to make fortunes for everybody in the first few thousand crews to explore them. I started recruiting a crew as fast as I could.


  “As it turned out, I couldn’t get even ordinary criminals to join up with me. They had too much of a sense of human responsibility, too much conscience. That’s why I had to fall back on this outfit of haters. With them—and with me—it’s every man for himself, and devil take the hindmost.”


  “That was what we wished to know.”


  Again the two A-creatures exchanged glances, and Grayson thought he detected doubt. He had been telling the truth, for reasons of his own, of course, but the truth none the less. He said harshly, “If you don’t believe me, ask the others. They’ll tell you whether or not I’m lying. There’s only one thing to add. That is, that we hadn’t counted on coming across a race like yours. Now we’ll never get back to our native planet to enjoy the wealth we found.”


  If he could only be sure of that! But perhaps they would get back. There was a good possibility. The ship’s engines hadn’t been destroyed, they had merely been removed. Perhaps the crew would yet return to the System and to the people they had so bitterly hated.


  “We shall repair your ship. Perhaps we shall build several others like it. And you will lead us back.”


  It was as he had feared. Grayson stared at the two creatures and had a moment of panic. He hadn’t told them that he had changed his mind about hating the human race. He hadn’t told them that a man could think he knew his own mind, knew his own dearest wish—and when face to face with its realization, perceive that he knew nothing of the sort. That was one thing he mustn’t tell. Nor must he tell them that he was terrified now at the nightmare of what would happen when such almost invulnerable creatures descended upon the weak things that called themselves “men.” And for a moment he was afraid that they would read his mind.


  That, however, was absurd. If they could do that, they would never have bothered to ask him so many questions. His thoughts were his own—up to the point where his own cowardice would force him to reveal them.


  But if they could not read his mind in the literal’ sense, they could at least judge what he was thinking. One of the A-creatures said, “You are wondering about us. We have no machinery such as fills your ship, we lack much of your science. How can we dream of building another ship?”


  “Yes, I’m wondering. I don’t understand your race in the least.”


  “We have only recently begun to understand ourselves.” The creature said softly, “We are a young race. Those that look like us but are so much smaller, like the creatures you call lizards—those are our ancestors.”


  “I thought there was a relationship. But it doesn’t make sense. Those small ones,” objected Grayson, “are the only creatures we have seen you destroy.”


  “They are the only ones we have to fear,” returned the other.


  Not the only ones, thought Grayson. You have us—me. Yes, I hated the human race for what it did to me. It was a blind, reasoning hate, and some of its members deserved part of what I felt—but no one hurt me intentionally, no one but the murderer and the guard I killed, and both of these were themselves enemies of humanity. Now that I’ve got all that bitter stuff off my chest, I can see it more clearly, but I can realize too that even at my worst, I never intended to destroy my own kind. I might have subjected it carelessly to danger, just as a man will subject himself when he is overconfident of his own ability and careless of his own life. I wanted people to realize that I had been unjustly treated, I wanted them to fear my revenge. I would have come back with millions and lorded it over those who had harmed me, used my money to punish those in power who had treated me as a mere number on the list of prisoners.


  But I never had any intention of bringing disaster to the System. And that is what I have done—what I shall have done in discovering you and your kind, unless I can stop you. I have no weapon now but my mind, my human mind which you unfortunately cannot read. And this mind I must use to the utmost to discover your weakness, to prevent you from fastening yourself upon my people and enslaving them, as I am afraid you will do if you attack before they are warned.


  The A-beast said, “These small ancestors of ours are thoughtless, stupid. In the struggle for life upon this planet, however, they have had one advantage. In appearance they seem, as we do, little out of the ordinary. But no ordinary weapon can harm them, much less, destroy them. They do not even die of old age. They die only when they destroy each other.


  “They must have been formed originally by some tremendous mutation of the germ plasm. Once in existence, they spread rapidly among creatures who by comparison were of a completely lower order of strength. It was not until they had covered the entire land surface of the planet that they began to come into serious conflict with each other, and thus to limit their own numbers.


  “A few hundred thousand years back, our own race first arose. It was distinguished at first only by its size. It had the same near-invulnerability and the same lack of intelligence.


  “At first it was only a subspecies of the dominant, smaller race. But creature against creature, the smaller ones were helpless to combat it, and it grew in numbers. But the struggle for survival was a desperate one. Its members had to learn to band together, to hunt their enemies systematically and relentlessly. We learned to know, each of us, his own strength. We learned to recognize against what odds we could win and against what odds we must lose, and we developed our original language to a level that would permit us to work together.


  “Thus we became the intelligent race you see today. In all this, however, we had no need to master nature as your own race has done. No ordinary enemy could hurt us, no weapon penetrate our bodies. There were no perils of nature against which we needed protection. Our only enemies were the smaller race; these we had begun to conquer by teeth and claws.


  “In the past few years, our intelligence has turned the tide definitely in our favor. And this same intelligence has enabled us to foresee that in the future we shall no longer be limited to the few square miles of land we now inhabit. In a few years, the entire planet will be ours. What then? We do not die when there is insufficient food, but we cease to grow and propagate. Shall our race be brought to a standstill for lack of space in which to expand?


  “We had just begun to consider our problem when your ship arrived. You have given us the answer. Other planets, other galaxies would provide us with new homes. There remained only one question. Could we build such a ship as yours to conquer space?


  “We studied you and your men and arrived at the conclusion that individual for individual we were immensely superior to you. Whatever you could do, we could do with greater ease. But you have a long start on us. We have therefore been careful to harm no one, even the least among you, you who have knowledge that we may use.


  “On all the planets we conquer, we shall learn. It will not be long before we acquire the knowledge you yourself have gained over the course of your entire history.”


  And then—Grayson shrugged. “So long as it takes more than my lifetime, that is a matter of indifference to me.”


  He had had a great deal of experience in concealing his true feelings, and these creatures had known human beings for only a short time. Nevertheless he had a ghastly fear that they would see through him, that they would realize that he was lying, and had spoken so freely of his hate for the human race only because he no longer hated.


  These creatures had brains that were superior, he thought desperately. They had learned the human tongue in a few days, but he had not the slightest idea of their own language. They were as grown men to children. And could a child successfuly deceive a grown man in so important a matter?


  He might, thought Grayson. Once in a while he might. If he pretended selfish indifference to anything but his own personal interests, if he pretended complete and unquestioning obedience, he might.


  In the days that followed he realized that even his crew members, haters of their own kind though they were, felt guilty at the thought of their great betrayal. Among others, Kerman came to him and said uneasily, “Say, Captain, these lizards want us to tell them everything we know.”


  “You don’t know much, Kerman,” Grayson said.


  “Yes, but Captain, there are some things—”


  “Do as they want,” said Grayson, knowing that his own attitude would be reflected in the more revealing attitude of the crewmen. “Don’t volunteer information because that would be showing disrespect. But don’t hold back when they ask you.”


  “But, gosh, Captain, they’re lizards and we’re people. And if they learn how to handle the ship, and make ships of their own—”


  “What do we care? The only thing we’re interested in is keeping alive, isn’t it?”


  Kerman nodded uncertainly.


  “In that case, there’s only one thing to do. Tell them what they want to know. Keep on the good side of them.”


  “Okay, Captain,” said Kerman resignedly. “Now, they’ve been asking about all this metal we got stored on the ship. They figure that if we want it, it’s valuable to them too. They want us to show them how to get more.”


  “Show them. I thought I heard you yourself say, Kerman, that we’ll show them.”


  Kerman grinned shamefacedly. “I didn’t mean it that way, Captain. I meant the people back in the System. But we’ll show these lizards too.”


  We make good slaves, thought Grayson, perfect slaves. Fortunately there is a bit of critical information that most of the men don’t usually recall. I’ll have to warn one or two of the technicians though, not to pass it on. As for the rest, we toil away with hand and brain, and day by day the A-race is learning most of the precious knowledge we have acquired, it is learning to work the machinery we have so painfully built. An invulnerable race can’t be stopped, he told himself bitterly, it can’t be harmed, and it can’t be resisted.


  You can only let them pick the treasures of your mind and take charge of the material treasures you came here to gather. Wonder if the human race will appreciate what I’m up against, he thought. Of course it will never know, but I wonder if it would appreciate if it did know.


  Not likely. More likely every last one of them would damn me for what I’ve done. And they’d be right. I hated them, and I’m paying for my hatred. Strange that now I hate the A-race more. Here it is, concentrated in a few square miles around the ship, hemmed in by enemies on its own planet, prepared to play the role of galaxy-conqueror. If only there were time for a warning.


  There wasn’t. There was no time to spread the news, and even if there had been, there would have been no time for a battle cruiser to arrive quickly enough to drop its atomic bomb and wipe out the core of the A-race.


  Of course, if such a bomb could have been dropped—there would be the end of the ship that served the A-race as model, of the human beings who served them as teachers. Those of the A-race who had already acquired human knowledge would also be wiped out with them, and the scattered members left on the outposts would probably be helpless against the onslaughts of their smaller relatives.


  A big if, an impossible if. Was it, though? If you toiled faithfully, if you got your men to work hard, and helped them concentrate and purify the precious metal, and collect it all in one spot, watching the quantity grow and grow, until—


  He called his men together and they stood there silent. There they were, the surly ones, the, crazy ones, all those who had felt persecuted, and hated their own kind.


  “Men,” he said, “you’ve been taking it too easy. Remember, the sooner we do what these lizards want, the sooner we go back to our own System.” A lie, of course. They would never go back. “I want you to stop loafing and get a move on.”


  “And turn the System over to these lizards? I’ll see them in hell first. And you with them, Captain, you with them. Boys—”


  “All right, boys,” said Grayson genially. “Back to work. And remember, speed it up now.”


  And now the layers of metal bars filled a small chamber in the ship, and the precious hoard he had been so helpfully collecting was almost complete. Three heaps with a space in the center they were now, three heaps, each below the critical stage, but already warm with the neutrons streaming through their slowly disintegrating atoms. He held the last bar of U235 in his hand, and he knew that he bad only to place it in the spot reserved for it to make the mass exceed the critical size, to turn it into a nuclear bomb, to make it explode suddenly in an atomic blast whose fierceness would vaporize ship and slaves and masters with a roar never before heard or imagined on this planet.


  His face wore almost the same happy smile that had once amused him on Kerman’s face. “We’ll show them,” he said cheerfully. “We’ll show them.”


  But it was a smile without hatred. He put the bar into place, and everything was gone at once. Where there had been a ship and hatred there was now only a vast hollow in the molten ground.


  The Idols of Wuld


  Milton Lesser


  The spacemen had enslaved the galaxy—but as long as men could feel sorry for their masters, who was to care? Only the roistering, wandering Scholars, such as Erak the Gaunt or the fire-and-ice figure of Narla, who led him across the universe.


  Erak the Gaunt entered Balore from the east, where the Street of Fishmongers met the sluggish Balore river. The winds of late winter chased each other through the narrow crooked streets, howling around corners and all the way out to the spacefield which was still covered with dirty patches of snow.


  Erak chuckled as he made his way up the Street of Fishmongers and thence across a broad square toward the Avenue of Wines. Now, with the coming of the spring thaw the ships would come thundering out of the sky and their crews would drive hard bargains with the people of Balore. Briefly it entered his mind that there should be an eagerness in the streets of Balore to see again the men from the stars. The complete indifference could be attributed to the Rites and to the Idols, and Erak chuckled again, leaning heavily for a moment on his Scholar’s staff.


  As a Scholar he should study the Rites, and the people thought that he did. Yet the Scholars’ function had changed completely, and no one had bothered to change the old laws which protected them. He remembered the woman in Nawk who wanted to sell him a dozen pickled navel strings for his study, the witchman in Fya who had concocted a mess with hair and spittle and scrapings of skin and promised Erak it would be his key to the Rites . . .


  The club whistled down out of the wind, striking Erak just above his right temple. He staggered and was aware of dropping his staff, and then he fell forward to hands and knees. He did not lose his senses, yet with an odd detachment he realized he hardly could move. He groped upward, half turned and caught the down-sweeping club on his forehead. The force of the blow threw him over on his back and he felt a strange lightness all over his head, except at his right temple, which throbbed.


  Once more he tried to get up, clung without seeing to the legs of the man who had struck him. Then he pitched forward on his face.


  Vapid, worrying faces looked down at him out of the gathering darkness, but Erak assured the little crowd he was all right. Stiffly, he got to his feet, staggered off into a doorway to protect himself from the fierce cold wind. A gray face or two peered in at him, curiously, not really friendly, but he waved them away with his hand.


  He fumbled with his pouch and opened it, felt the score of Wuldian dols. Strange—what had the man taken? Further searching revealed that his Scholar’s disc was gone, neatly inscribed gold coin, twice the size of a dol, which he had received in Nawk. And the big staff had not been on the ground beside him.


  His Scholar’s disc and Scholar’s staff, these the man had taken. Why? Why but to impersonate a Scholar! The man could get away with it, too—no additional identification would be required. But Erak frowned. He could not understand why anyone would want to impersonate a member of the Society of Scholars. You only became an. iconoclast out of direct choice, and few people wanted to. Of course, the life was a romantic one which appealed to a certain insecure and usually young segment of the population. Aside from that the man’s reason must remain a mystery. And unless the man walked up to him one fine day and admitted it, Erak would never learn the identity of his attacker.


  Erak the Gaunt shrugged and set out again along the Avenue of Wines. Soon he found the tavern of Red Matin, where Teedin of Nawk told him it would be. He climbed the three steps, pushed open the door, breathed gratefully the smell of wine and soft wood smoke which hung heavy on the evening air.


  Noise and laughter filled the room and people turned briefly from their tables to look at him, but Erak strode across the room to a door at its far end. He opened it, stepped within, closed the door behind him.


  The five within the inner chamber looked at him queerly. He had no staff. Besides, Erak the Gaunt was a towering figure of a man, tall and fair and rapier thin, with deep smouldering eyes which still held traces of anger within them. Now he warmed himself at the fire, aware that the hum of conversation had been cut, as by a knife, a his entry.


  “I am called Erak the Gaunt by the Society of Scholars in Nawk,” he said.


  One man looked him up and down keenly, smiled. “I can readily see why, Erak the Gaunt. You have your disc, of course.” The man could have been forged only in a cauldron of hell, which, as the Rites will tell you, lies far to the south in the broiling equatorial regions of Wuld. The top of his fire-red shock of hair hardly came to Erak’s shoulders. His lips twisted into a little smile which Erak thought a permanent one, as was the reckless gleam in his eyes. His shoulders seemed big enough for two of him, a yard across, and hanging from them his arms were gnarled and twisted, thick-muscled under his jumper. A strong hard man, Erak thought, and much better friend than foe.


  “You must be Red Matin,” he said. “Rumor travels swift in the Society of Scholars, and Teedin of Nawk told me of you.”


  “Teedin I know.” The smile still lingered on twisted lips. “But your disc, Erak the Gaunt.” Erak turned his head, showed the bruised, discolored right temple. “This I carry instead of my disc. Disc and staff were taken from me on the Avenue of Wines, where I was attacked. Is everyone here a recent arrival?”


  Red Matin nodded, stroking the small beard on his chin. “All have come within the quarter hour, Scholar.” He spoke the last word with just a shade of mockery, as if, indeed, Erak could lay only dubious claim to that title.


  “In that case,” Erak said slowly, “one of these four is an impostor!”


  Booming laughter shook the timbers of the room, rolled from floor to ceiling and back again. “Ho, ho!” Red Matin roared. “But you are a brash one, Erak the Gaunt. As far as I can see you are the impostor—and a pretty poor one, too, with neither staff nor disc.”


  Erak could feel the blood rising to his head, making his temple pound savagely. He had not come all the way to Balore to be called an impostor, not when the ships of space would blast down from the sky within the week. On the other hand, it would be pointless to anger the gnarled red-head until this thing could be proved one way or the other. “Do you know each of the four?” Erak demanded, and when Matin shook his head, Erak wheeled on the listeners. “What about you? Do you know each other? Is there anyone here who can call another his friend for anything but the past fifteen minutes and a cup of wine? Well?”


  Red Matin waved his hand in front of Erak’s face. “No, they don’t know each other, and I don’t know them. So what? The discs don’t lie, nor the staffs. But they come from separate cities, these four, to join me here in Balore.”


  Erak looked at the four. The first was tall, not so tall as Erak himself, but thinner. A loose-jointed sack of skin and bones, held together, it seemed, by wires. In his hands he held a board with strings stretched across it, and when he scratched these with the fingers of one hand, they made music. He said,


  “I am Fidarik of Winton. I am a Scholar and my disc and staff prove it, and I think you will agree I am too mild a man to attack you. If you are called Gaunt, as you say, then you would have to call me Gaunter.” He laughed foolishly and strummed his lute. “Fidarik the Gaunter, I like that.”


  The second and third were two of a kind, a couple of youngsters. Bright-eyed, eager, probably drinking their first cups of wine this very day. They said nothing as Erak surveyed them, but Red Matin introduced the one with hair as Oren of Xandri and the chubby one with too much baby fat still around his hips as Hibart of Mund. Both could have been in the Society for no better reason than that they had grown bored with life in Xandri and Mund, two small towns to the south, as Erak remembered.


  The fourth was a woman. She met Erak’s gaze with cooly insolent eyes. A woman, not a girl, because to Erak there always had been a great difference. The while she measured and calculated with those cool eyes, she yet could entice. Certainly not overtly, but it was there—that aloof beckoning call of the woman who is aware of her beauty and of its power to sway strong men.


  She was tall, her eyes would be on a level with his own mouth, Erak thought; supple of limb and strong, she met his stare coldly, her tunic falling straight and shimmering from pointed upthrust of breasts to where it met her boots at mid-thigh. Her hair was long and loose and very black.


  “My name is Narla,” she said, “and although I live here in Balore I have not met Red Matin until this day.”


  Erak knew that was not strange: the woman Scholars often worked alone, and there was no reason why she should have met Matin before this. But, which one? There were the four, and one of them had taken his staff and disc, was here now under false pretenses. Not, the troubador, who now hummed a meaningless little tune, not Fidarik. The youths? He doubted that. Narla of Balore? A woman striking him down and taking from him what she wanted while he lay helpless as a babe? He snorted, then laughed at his own arrogance.


  One of them, but which?


  Red Matin poured wine for all, and they drank. Said Matin, “Come, you’ll have me believing it yet. You can join as a Student down on the Street of Armorers, but without the disc you are no Scholar. Right, Fidarik?”


  The troubadour nodded, sang an off-color song about a Scholar and an inn-keeper’s daughter, then looked, flushing, at Narla, But she laughed as heartily as the rest. “If I’m to do a man’s work, Fidarik, then I can hear a man’s song. There probably are some lyrics I can teach you, besides.”


  Red Matin grunted his approval of the woman, poured more wine. Both the youths declined it, but the rest of them drank from tall flagons. By the Rites, but Erak was thirsty! He drained his flagon and Matin poured again, filling it till some ran over. “You can stay awhile, Erak, and warm your bones or your innards, as you wish. But then you’ll go.”


  It had been early morning when Erak had eaten the few remaining scraps of his salted meat, and now on an empty stomach the wine went to his head rapidly. How pleasant it was here by the fire, how beautiful was Narla, stretching languidly now like some great cat of another world, how nice the music of the troubadour as he sang of other times and other places . . .


  Head awhirl, Erak put his flagon down unsteadily, said: “I am Erak the Gaunt, Scholar of Nawk Society, and I claim my right.”


  “You have no right to claim without your disc!” Red Matin got to his feet, jabbed a finger at Erak’s chest with each word.


  He too had had his wine. “I say you go.”


  “By the Rites,” cried Erak, “then you will have to make me,” Fidarik swayed back and forth, strumming his lute. “They fight. They fight—”


  “Be quiet.” This was Narla. “No one is going to fight.”


  Erak had other ideas. He stumbled forward, grabbed the throat of Matin’s tunic. “I don’t think I’ll even need a knife for a little man like you.”


  Red Matin shook him off, pushed the hands away. “Little, am I?” he exploded, “Ho, but that’s good, Erak. He calls me little! I am so broad across the shoulders I have to enter a space ship sideways, and—”


  “Let’s all sit down and eat before someone gets hurt,” said Narla. “We can settle this in the morning, Matin: for all you know, Erak may really be a Scholar. You wouldn’t want to kill him.”


  Erak wished he could see straight, but the room seemed to dance and leap with the flames within their fireplace. He had no real reason to fight this man, but the Scholars were a cocky breed, and once the thing got going . . . well, Matin would live to regret it. If Matin lived. But what was that he had said about a space ship? A space ship . . . “Matin! Matin, did you say you entered a apace ship?”


  “Yes. Sideways—my shoulders—”


  “That’s not what I mean. Just the fact that you entered. Tell me about it, Matin; tell me about them.”


  Matin held his sides and roared, drowning out the crackle of sap in the burning logs and the scratchy music of Fidarik’s lute. Both the youths stood off in a corner, Hibart of the flabby hips looking a little green from his wine. Narla stood watching Matin and Erak jawing at each other. They did not see her at all.


  Roared Matin: “So now you want to back down, eh? Talk instead. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen a space ship?”


  “What’s strange about that?” Narla demanded. “Don’t forget, Erak’s from Nawk; his nearest spacefield would thus be here in Balore. You think those things come flying merrily all over Wuld?”


  “Umm-mm,” Matin grumbled. “But this—this claims to be a Scholar.” He weaved about drunkenly for a time, expelled his breath in a great rush of air, lunged for Erak.


  At another time Erak might have liked the gnarled dwarf. But now-he sidestepped the rush, caught Matin’s wild swing with one hand, swung the man around, battered his jaw with an iron fist. Matin toppled and fell.


  He got up roaring, but Narla stood there with a knife. “I said no fighting, Matin. I mean that.” For a long moment Red Matin looked at her, looked too at the gleam of fire on her long blade. “I wonder,” he said. “I wonder . . .” Abruptly he relaxed, sat down. “You are strong, Erak of Nawk—and perhaps I was somewhat pig-headed—but I think you know I do not believe your story. I like a good fight, Erak. Maybe some day soon . . .”


  “I propose a truce until morning,” Narla said, sheathing her knife. “We can take Erak with us to the School and have him lecture the Students. We’ll soon know just how much of a Scholar he is.”


  “Ah,” said Fidarik. “And if he turns out to be a dud we can leave him right there in the School. Perhaps one day he will become a Scholar.”


  Matin wagged his head, said quietly, “No, my friend. Erak the Gaunt has his chance to admit he’s an impostor tonight. He has not admitted that.” Matin smiled at Erak, rubbing his jaw, and Erak grinned back. Yes, he could like the gnarled dwarf, and it could be that the blow had taught him a lesson. But Matin said, “If his lecture proves conclusively he lies, I think we will kill him.”


  They supped on fowl—and more wine. Afterwards, Fidarik entertained them with his songs, lusty ballads of the Scholars. But soon Hibart of Mund cut him short, spoke in his high voice: “I hear the women of Balore are famous for their dancing. Will you dance for us, Narla? It is still early and I would like to retire with pleasant thoughts.” Matin’s laughter roared again. “Now, by the Rites, this whelp is a poet at heart! But he is right, because the women of Balore—” At first Erak thought Narla would refuse, and he was sorry. To mid-thigh black-tressed Narla wore heavy boots—he’d like to see the flash of white leg under them, the smooth flowing grace of her limbs there by the fire, the sleek animal in this woman. But hands on hips she stood, looking at Hibart, and the youth seemed ready to bolt for the farthest corner.


  Narla smiled. “Why not? I’ll dance—but not for you. Narla of Balore dances for a man, not a boy. I’ll dance—”


  Red Matin’s chest expanded as the woman’s glance raked the room.


  “—for Erak the Gaunt of Nawk, who is probably more of a Scholar than us all.”


  “We’ll see about that in the morning,” growled Matin.


  Narla smiled. “My boots, help me with them.”


  Red Matin smiled, jumped to his feet, but Erak reached the woman first. He undid the laces slowly, pulled until both of the long heavy boots came off, threw them into a corner.


  Laughing, Narla skipped away from him into the center of the room. He had been wrong about those slim legs—not white. The firelight gleamed on them like burnished copper. Narla turned to Fidarik. “Can you play about the great sweep of stars that is the Milky Way—and of the man and woman who will reach them one day? If you can play of that, troubadour, then I will dance.”


  “I can play,” Fidarik said hoarsely, and his fingers began to scratch across the lute. This time, however, the music was slow, soft, mellow; Fidarik might have been playing on heartstrings, not animal-gut.


  Slowly at first, so slowly that Erak did not realize she had begun her dance, Narla began to whirl around the room. Her arms lifted high, yet not stiffly, reaching through the ceiling for the stars, beckoning. Her back arched gently, effortlessly. Her lips parted.


  Narla danced.


  Faster she whirled, and faster.


  Her feet poised on air, leaped on air, seemed to scoff the floor, found the rhythm of Fidarik’s lute and flashed it about the room, dropped it for a moment, but only for a moment, in the cup of Red Matin’s rapt stare; carried it to Hibart and Oren in their corner, mocked them with it; gave it to Erak the Gaunt, bound him with it, swept him up and carried him along although he still stood by the bright fire.


  The flashing slowed to a whirl, unbound Erak as a spring unwinds—then tied him all the tighter with one last impossible pirouette.


  Narla stood near Erak, motionless, a thin film of sweat glistening on her upper lip. He grabbed her, pulled her to him, still part of the wild reckless dance, felt her struggling, heaving in his arms, pulling away.


  She did not slap him as a woman might, merely to show she disapproved. She lashed out, backhanded, with a blow that caught him squarely on the mouth, crushing lips against teeth. Erak reeled back, wiping his bloody mouth.


  “The dance is over,” said Narla. “I am going to bed.”


  II


  Sleep improved Red Matin’s temper, and the promise of a new spring in the bright early morning sunlight put a happy song on Fidarik’s lips. For Narla, the dance and what followed might never have been—she had a friendly smile for Erak.


  “Does our adventure begin today?” demanded Oren of Xandri.


  Red Matin laughed. “At your age I was not yet a Student, let alone a member of the Society. But it may, lad, it may begin today at that. Depends on Erak of Nawk.


  If he is indeed a Scholar, then we’re ready to start. If not—” And Matin made a meaningful gesture by running a long forefinger the length of his throat.


  The adventure, Erak knew from what old Teed in of Nawk had told him, would be what the Scholars had been waiting for. They had paid only lip service to the Rites for a long time, and while they knew the Idols by heart, these they laughed at in their private meeting places. But now, now under Red Matin of Balore, this small core would grow . . .


  It wouldn’t be easy, Erak knew that. You could free a subjugated people who knew and resented their bondage, but what did you do with a world unaware of the conqueror’s yoke, unaware of the conqueror’s identity, unaware, even, of the fact of conquest?


  It was not a long way from the Avenue of Wines to the Street of Armorers, but almost at once Erak knew that something had changed the quiet city of Balore. Not eagerness, the city still lacked that, but the early morning traffic was too heavy, the crowds too noisy, the traders too busy with their wares.


  Red Matin stopped an old man hurrying along beside them. “What’s happening, fellow?” he demanded.


  The man scowled. “You mean you don’t know? It’s a bother, that’s what. A space ship came last night, two weeks ahead of schedule, that’s what. I’ve had to alter my plans, get things ready for trade, cancel engagements. Those aliens—if they could drive space ships, you’d think they’d have enough sense to come when they’re scheduled.” He smiled, winked, knowingly. “But then, they’re not very bright, eh? And you know the old Idol of the Market Place, my friend: ‘have patience with the spacemen, they lack intelligence.’ So I’ll have patience, but it’s a bother, that’s what.”


  And he disappeared in the crowd.


  Matin grinned without mirth, “that’s what we have to fight. If you think low enough of the man who’s enslaved you, you won’t even realize you’re a slave. He gives you the Rites for your imagination, and they take up so much of your time that there isn’t much curiosity left. And he gives you the Idols, like religion—only it isn’t good, the way religion should be. Feel sorry for the spaceman, he isn’t very bright. Treat him kindly, sure, and let him bleed you dry. Bah! Don’t envy him, he lives on a dark, cold, poor world off in the sky somewhere. A planet of plunder, you mean—because he’s given the Rites and the Idols to a hundred Galactic worlds!” Narla shrugged. “We all know that. That’s why we’re here. But suppose we get on to the School, Matin. You still want to learn about Erak the Gaunt.”


  And so do you, Narla, Erak thought grimly. The woman was an enigma. First she stopped Matin from fighting, defended Erak, then she turned on him like a fury. Of course, he had taken liberties, but that dance would have brought fire even to the blood of old Teedin. What was a man supposed to do? Perhaps you treated women like you treated the spacemen, who, as the Idols told you, weren’t too bright. Except that they were bright, devilishly bright, bright enough to rule the startrails in their guise of simple plodding traders, bright enough to chase every other planetary race out of space over the years and turn it back to feudalism with the Rites and the Idols . . .


  “The Students look frightened,” said Hibart of Xandri.


  Entering the room behind him, Matin laughed. “Perhaps that is because I am a hard master. But then, if these whelps expect to be Scholars one day, they will need it.”


  “No, Matin. They look frightened. Really frightened.”


  “Don’t tell me how they look!” Matin snorted. “I’ve seen them before, Hibart.”


  Erak had to agree with the flabby-hipped youth. The room was too silent. Too tense. Forty Students, at least that number, but not a sound.


  Matin mounted the platform, scowled darkly at Fidarik as the troubadour strummed his lute, turned to his audience. He wasted no time with preambles. “We have with us Erak the Gaunt of Nawk who will speak to you this morning.”


  Someone stood up, said: “Are you all here?”


  “What do you mean, are we all here?”


  “All the Scholars who are with you, Red Matin. Are they all here?”


  “I don’t see what business that is of yours, Student. But yes . . . Who are you-? I haven’t seen you around the city before. I—”


  The man strode forward, reaching under his cloak. His hand emerged with an ugly, stubsnouted weapon. “If you’re a Scholar, then you know what this is. It damages your nervous system, not your body itself. But it can kill you—quite unpleasantly. We call it a neuron gun, and it does the damndest things to you.”


  He waved the weapon. “Don’t move. Don’t any of you move.”


  Three other men came forward while Red Matin stood there cursing silently.


  Erak found himself being searched. His sword and dagger were taken. “Amazing,” one of the strangers mused. “Did you know that this race had atomic power not more than a thousand years ago? I think they had reached the other planets of their system, too. Hah, but give them the Rites and the Idols, and now these crude stickers are their weapons . . .”


  Idly, Erak wondered why no one bothered to search Narla of Balore. He smiled and touched a hand to his bruised lips. Her sex really didn’t matter—at least not when she was as angry as this.


  “Who are you?” Hibart of Mund bawled, but Matin shook his head. “Don’t ask the obvious, lad. Who do you think they are?”


  Hibart still vacilated between what the Rites and the Idols told him and what he had learned as a Scholar. “Spacemen, yes . . . but what would they want with us? What—”


  “Give me that!” cried Fidarik. One of the men was examining his lute. “Give me that, or—”


  “Shut up,” the man told him. “Is this thing a weapon?”


  The one with the neuron gun laughed. He was a heavy man, darkly bronzed, about Matin’s age, Erak guessed. “Don’t be ridiculous, Chornot. He makes music with that. Let him have it—perhaps he’ll need music on his long journey. Perhaps . . . I said give it back to him, Chornot!”


  The man’s voice was like a whip, and Chornot gave Fidarik back his lute, grumbling.


  “So,” said the heavy dark man, “we are now—” But at that moment Oren of Xandri leaped off the platform, ran for the exit. The heavy dark man shook his head sadly, adjusted something on his neuron gun, then pointed the weapon at Oren’s back. Oren screamed once, horribly. He fell, lay writhing on the floor.


  “Low intensity,” said the heavy dark man. “It won’t kill him. But it takes the nerve endings and twists, and it hurts.”


  “You should have killed him,” said Chornot.


  The leader shrugged. “You’re impetuous, my friend. Too impetuous. You know that we want them alive. Shall we go?”


  Red Matin smiled. “I think it’s up to you to decide that. But what do you want with a few harmless Scholars . . .”


  “Indeed, it is up to me. Now you, you look strong: carry him.” He pointed to Oren, still writhing on the floor. Red Matin grumbled, lifted the youth to one shoulder like a water-bag.


  They filed out between the rows of gaping Students. Fidarik strummed his lute once, thought better of it, trudged out silently. Erak did not like the way the man Chornot looked at Narla, but then, the woman’s hips swayed just enough to be interesting. Now there was a ridiculous thought, with the Rites knew what ahead of them!


  Erak had never seen a ground car, but he had read about them in old books which the Rites did not prescribe. Now they all crowded into the vehicle and soon, soundlessly, it whisked them out of Balore and toward the spacefield.


  Through the window Erak could see the flat dirty expanse of the spacefield. Ahead, rising from the plain like a giant needle, stood a space ship, gleaming in the early sunlight, pointing straight up into the sky. Long and long Erak watched it. You could read the forbidden literature and learn about space ships, yes—but unless you lived in a spacefield city like Balore you never saw one, and once seeing, all the words in all the books were as nothing. A space ship . . .


  Their car stopped on a platform between four slim metal girders. Erak heard a loud clicking noise, and, purring softly, the platform climbed between the girders. Once, Erak looked down, knew that no building on all of Wuld stood this tall. He did not look again.


  They stopped half-way up the side of the gargantuan needle of a space ship, and part of its hull slid back. The floor inside met the level of their platform exactly. Chornot did something with the controls and their car crept slowly within the space ship.


  Fidarik began to laugh. “Matin, don’t tell me your shoulders were too wide for this door!”


  “So, I exaggerated.” Matin’s face seemed very pale. “They are taking us inside the ship and the ship is pointing up, which means it is ready to take off. They are taking us—somewhere.”


  After that, there was a silence. The car stopped in i wide hallway, and the dark heavy man motioned them out. He pointed. “You will find an apartment through that door. One large bedroom, one small. Food, a kitchen, a bath, everything you’ll need for a long journey.”


  “How long?” demanded Matin hotly.


  “Very long. We have some stops before we go—home. Any questions?”


  No one spoke.


  “Well, then, I am called Jewold. There will be a steward around from time to time. You want anything, ask for me.” Erak said, “I guess it would be pointless to ask why you’re taking us.”


  “It would.” Jewold laughed. “Oh, you’ll be told. But the time is not now. Meanwhile—”


  “Meanwhile,” Chornot sneered, “here’s a pleasant thought for the journey. One of you is not a Scholar. One of you is a traitor, sent from this ship to find the Scholars. But which one—ah, there’s the rub! Well, one of you, but which one?”


  Jewold’s dark face grew darker, and he yanked savagely at the collar of Chornot’s jumper. “That wasn’t necessary. It may cause trouble among them, serious trouble, and we want them intact. Also, our representative stays, of course. But now he may be in for some trouble, if they find—”


  “He? He, Jewold?” Chornot pulled away from the other man. “Don’t jump to hasty conclusions. Don’t make them jump. How do you know for sure it’s a he? How can they know? One of them is a woman, Jewold.”


  “That’s enough!” Jewold hissed. “That’s too much. If you don’t shut up—”


  “If I don’t—what, Jewold? You may run this ship. But I’m of the Council, don’t you forget that.” Chornot chuckled. “I even know who the traitor is. You don’t. I also know I don’t like him—or her. Pleasant, the way you can take care of two things at once. We get the Scholars, and I put—someone in a nasty hole with them. Let them find that someone, Jewold, I don’t care. Let them kill him—or her.”


  Two leaping strides brought Red Matin to the man’s side, placed Matin’s big hands around his neck. “Now, by the Rites, you’ll talk!” he roared. “Who?”


  Chornot tried to speak, but gurgling came from his throat. Jewold sighed—regretfully, Erak thought—and turned his neuron gun over, clubbing Matin expertly with it across the base of the skull. Matin grunted and fell.


  Jewold opened the door of their apartment and they went inside, Erak dragging Matin’s great bulk across the floor. For all his small size, the red-head was massive, a foreshortened giant.


  Said Jewold, “I wouldn’t advise you to heed too much what Chornot has said, but it’s up to you. As for you, Chornot, some day you will go too far and kill yourself.” He led his dazed companion from the room and the door clicked shut.


  Fidarik tried it, but it was locked from the outside. It was a large room with five couches, and from it three doorways led to a bath, a kitchen and another room, smaller, where Narla could sleep. Now the woman came from the bath with a jug of water, spilled it in Red Matin’s face.


  He spluttered, shook his head, sat up. “Nice fellow, that Chornot,” he said, rubbing his head.


  “It was Jewold who hit you,” Fidarik told him.


  “Well, Jewold only did his duty. Chornot I would like to kill one day. As for the traitor—one of us. And Erak the Gaunt still has neither disc nor staff.”


  Erak laughed. “Don’t be a fool, Matin. You’re playing right into Chornot’s hands—”


  “Well, it can’t be Fidarik. Fidarik knows too many ballads of Wuld.”


  Erak shook his head. “He’d know them if he were a good spy, Matin. Part of his role, that’s all.”


  “Hibart and Oren, then. They’re too young. Too innocent.”


  “So what? Again, very good roles for a spy.”


  “Narla? A woman?”


  Narla smiled. “The best spies in history, or so the old books say, have been women. We have one additional weapon, Matin, and it’s a good one.”


  Matin ran a hand through his bristly red hair. “Surely not myself. I’d know if I were a spy.”


  “Of course you would,” Erak told him. “But we wouldn’t.”


  “I see what Erak means,” said Narla. “Chornot wants us to fight among ourselves. But it won’t do us any good, not when we don’t even know where we’re going or why. I’d say we should ignore all this spy and traitor stuff—”


  “With him living among us?”


  “Yes,” Erak said. “It’s the only way. Divided, we haven’t a chance. But working together—well, let’s see.”


  “I don’t know—”


  “Suppose we put it to a vote,” Narla suggested. “All who want to forget there’s a traitor among us, raise your hand.”


  Erak and Narla raised theirs, looked around the room. Oren said, “Whatever that neuron gun did to me, it doesn’t hurt now. But it’s quite a weapon, and we’ll need all our strength.” He raised his hand.


  “I don’t feel like fighting,” declared Fidarik. He brandished his lute high overhead. “You may consider this my hand.”


  Soon Hibart’s hand went up. Everyone watched Red Matin’s massive shoulders shrug. “Then that’s what you want,” he said. “You may count my hand as well. But it will be the hand that kills the traitor—after all this is over.”


  Five minutes later, the ship took off for the stars.


  III


  The days became an endless routine. Through their portholes they watched the changeless velvet backdrop of space, studded with stars still too far away to show relative motion. They ate and they slept and they talked, but after a time it became the same meaningless chatter. What do they want us for and will we ever see Wuld again and (Matin) when I get that traitor and (Fidarik) would you like music and (Hibart) please dance again for us Narla . . .


  Wuld was a conquered world, but except for the Scholars, Wuld did not know it. Wuld once had atomic power and the secret of spaceflight, but now the Rites and the Idols had taken them and given the horse, the ox-cart, the sword in return. The warp and woof of tradition and superstition kept the people in thraldom—without their knowing.


  Only the Scholars knew. And so the conquerors, the masters, took half a dozen of them into space. Why? That was the key question, and for it Erak the Gaunt had no answer. Soon his thinking too became a tight little circle from which there seemed no avenue of escape.


  Three or four times the steward came to their quarters with food piled high in his arms, a cocky youngster who wore his neuron gun carelessly on his belt. Aside from that, they had no contact with anything outside their rooms, and Erak almost found it hard to believe they journeyed through space.


  No booming thunder of space-engines, but silence. No realization of the infinite sweep of distances; the changeless stars could have been painted on their portholes.


  But one day a somber red star seemed brighter than the rest, and day by day Erak watched it grow in the port after that. His nerves tingled with excitement. The star became a tiny disc, a larger one, a glowing red ball throwing fingers of fire into the void. Seen in transit, the tiny black dot of a planet was unimpressive, but soon it swept closer, became a sphere gray and ochre. One moment it stood off ahead of them in the void of space, the next, it was below them and they were hurtling down toward it.


  They came down softly as a feather, landed in a jumble of rocky crags. Everything outside appeared red, somber red, twisted, distorted, convoluted. An old world, tired and worn and broken by too many billions of years.


  “Don’t tell me they live here?” Red Matin was incredulous at the idea.


  Erak shrugged. “I don’t think so. Remember, Jewold spoke of several stops before they went home. This could be one.”


  Said Fidarik, half-incoherently, “The winds of eternity must have marched across the face of this world before our sun was a star. By the Rites, but it is old. I wish I had a song to go with it.” And then he went off into a corner of the room, mumbling to himself.


  Erak watched through the port, saw the same framework of girders emerge from the side of the ship, saw the ground car ride it down and disappear across the tortuous, rocky landscape. After that—nothing but the view of a world which seemed more dead than alive.


  They eat at the port and watched, the five others, but Erak grew restless. He got up, paced about the room, went to the kitchen and nibbled halfheartedly on some food. Soon he found himself walking into the other bedroom, Narla’s room.


  He had not meant to look for anything. He was there because he had grown restless and his feet had carried him through the door. But propped against the wall in one corner he saw Narla’s staff, and idly, he took the Scholar’s stick in his hand. Black as jet, it had the Scholar’s S at its top, but two-thirds of the way down Erak saw several small white marks.


  At first they didn’t mean anything, but Erak’s thoughts brought him back to his long trip across the silent late winter lands to Balore. Once at night a wolf had crept close to his fire, attracted more by the human-scent than it had been repelled by the dying flames. Erak had beaten it off with his staff, but its strong teeth had fastened for a moment, had tugged . . .


  Those white marks on Narla’s staff could have been the imprint of teeth!


  Then was it Narla who had crept up softly behind him that day in Balore, hit him with a club, taken his staff and disc?


  Narla the beautiful, who could make a man’s blood leap when she danced . . . Narla, spy and traitor . . .


  “What do you want in my room, Erak?”


  He whirled around, felt his face redden, dropped the staff. “I—I grew bored. You tire of one room, a couple of portholes, an old red planet which looks like a picture—”


  “What do you want?” She came closer, stood near enough for him to touch her if he reached out with his hand, a tall woman, regal, cool—yet mocking him.


  Her eyes looked for a moment at the staff on the floor. “What did you find interesting on my Scholar’s staff, Erak? What?”


  He stepped back away from the woman, and she laughed. He said, “I don’t know if I want to talk about it—”


  “Go ahead, talk if you want.” She came closer.


  Erak frowned. He bent, picked up the staff, tapped his fingers against the little white marks. “How did this happen, Narla? Tell me that, but better make it good. Remember, you insisted I talk.”


  “How should I know?” She shrugged, smiling. “I’ve had my staff a long time. It’s only wood, you know, black wood. Many things might have caused that. But is this what you wanted, Erak? Is this all you wanted? Because I—I too grow bored.”


  “My staff could have been like that. A wolf—”


  “I didn’t know you had a staff, Erak. That’s what bothered Matin, you know; no staff.”


  She came closer, her lips parted invitingly. Red lips, the lower one just a little too full to be perfect. They parted in a slight smile, seductive; revealed even white teeth.


  “Damn you!” Erak swore. “You want me to forget all about this, don’t you? You want me—but when I kissed you once, you didn’t like that. You had no reason. Witch—”


  Her arms went around behind his back, gripped his shoulders from behind. Her black hair tickled his cheek. Her lips brushed his, flitted away—


  He pulled her to him all the way, kissed her long and savagely. Then he thrust her back. “Is that what you wanted?”


  “Isn’t it what you wanted?” Answer a question with one of your own, thought Erak. Play the game right. Make him forget, because he has to forget. Witch . . . But by the Rites she knew how to kiss!


  “I wanted to know about your staff,” Erak persisted. “Did you come behind me that day in Balore, strike—”


  “Erak, Erak!” She shook her head, laughing. “We all agreed not to talk about that, because it would get us nowhere. Remember, just before we left Wuld? And it was your idea, Erak. Erak—”


  She cupped his face in her hands, looked long into his eyes. “Is it so important? I danced for you once, Erak, remember? I could dance for you again—here, alone.”


  There was no way he could prove it, not really. His word against hers—and those marks could have been caused some other way. Any way. A hundred ways—


  He said, “I’ll close the door, and then you will dance for me.”


  She stood there, smiling, and Erak strode across the room. He reached the door, collided with Red Matin’s squat figure, breathless now.


  “Came to get you two, lad. Come to the port—”


  Narla was laughing, a lilting sound, but she followed Erak out of the room. “Look,” said Matin.


  Outside, the ground car had returned. From it came two figures which could have been Chornot and Jewold, entering the ship on a lower level this time, through a portal too narrow for the car. With them were three creatures, slothful, ungainly things which shuffled along slowly on four thick, shapeless legs. Things a deeper crimson than the weathered rocks around them.


  “What kind of animals are they?” asked Hibart.


  Erak, shook his head. “No. They’re not animals. Look again.”


  The man who might have been Jewold stood facing one of the creatures, looked like he was talking. Around the creature’s red middle was a broad yellow band. Erak pointed. “See that? That’s clothing. Those things are intelligent—”


  “So,” said Fidarik, “our human masters evidently have more than one slave world. And these red things—who knows? Maybe they’re a form of Scholar too who learned the truth. Perhaps this world has its own Rites, its own Idols. I wonder if we’ll ever know.”


  “We’ll know,” Red Matin promised grimly.


  Soon after that they left the world of red rocks, and Erak found no opportunity to see Narla alone. The stars in their porthole seemed bunched closer together. Fidarik, who had read some of the forbidden books on astronomy, guessed that they were in a cluster, especially since the white dots, the yellow ones, the blue and the orange showed relative motion after just a few hours.


  Some they skirted perilously close and the flaming fingers licked out, beckoned, almost caressed. Red Matin fumed at their meaningless existence here in the apartment, with all of space outside waiting for them. Fidarik did not play so much on his lute; Oren and Hibart withdrew often, talking in whispers of their homes in Xandri and Mund.


  Narla alone was cheerful. And Narla indeed had a reason, thought Erak, if she were approaching her home.


  They landed again, briefly, on the planet of a blue sun. Its spaceport was a great circular area stretching to the horizon in all directions, but there was more activity here. Carts came, brought goods to trade, departed with new loads from the ship. From this height it looked like the bustling of tiny ants.


  “By the Rites,” swore Red Matin, “these are the worlds of space! I want to see them—not the four walls of this bedroom.”


  Fidarik grinned, strumming his lute for the first time in days. “And you will, Matin. They didn’t take us from Wuld just to keep us here. Have patience.”


  “Bah! Patience is one thing I have never had. We have work to do on Wuld—but meanwhile, meanwhile, there is all of space for us, the star-worlds . . .”


  The car whisked out and returned even sooner this time, with a handful of sticklike creatures, tall and wraithe-thin. Fidarik mumbled something about the possibilities for life being endless, and soon after that the ship thundered off into space again.


  Planet of an orange star, slow ponderous, bumbling world of a blue-white super-giant, planet of eternal daylight with three suns in the sky, frozen ice-world so far from its primary that the sun was only a bright fleck against the black sky—on all these they landed, stayed only briefly. On some they traded, on others, as on Wuld, they did not—but always they stayed long enough to take some creatures away with them.


  Drab dead world of a star that glowed feebly, that once had been a flashing flaming crimson, where the car went underground and came up with a dozen tiny mole-like things; small white planet of a small white star and big white furry things that hopped ridiculously on erne thick leg; green-brown planet of a star like Wuld’s own sun, far away across the galaxy . . .


  “This almost could be another Wuld,” mused Matin. “I would see—”


  The cocky steward came in then with their food, neuron gun perched jauntily above his hip, and Erak hardly realized what was happening. Matin’s great arm circled the scrawny neck, a muffled groan, legs kicking, arms flailing air—Matin let go and the steward fell in a heap. But Matin had his neuron gun.


  He turned fiercely to his companions. “Now, who goes with me?”


  No one said anything.


  “But surely you don’t want to stay here—forever?”


  Erak said, “It won’t be forever, Matin.”


  “You speak as if you know—as indeed you would if you were the traitor among us. Are you?”


  Erak shook his head decisively. “It’s just a guess, but as Fidarik said, they didn’t take us, or all the others, merely to travel through space with them. No, let’s stay this thing out’, Matin.”


  The others nodded.


  Matin waved the gun in his face. “Well, then you can if you want to. But not I. I go outside—now!”


  Matin turned, an angry little figure with massive shoulders, stalked to the door which the steward had left open, passed through it, was gone.


  “And now what do we do?” Fidarik wanted to know.


  Erak shrugged, watched Hibart inspect the steward. “He isn’t dead, Erak. Someone bring water.”


  Soon the steward sat up, groggily, said: “Where’s the one with red hair?”


  Narla looked at the others, and when Erak nodded, she told the youth what had happened. “The fool!” he said. “The fool—they’ll leave him here, you know. I’ll report now what has happened, but if somehow your companion is off the ship, they’ll leave him.”


  Erak watched the steward go, closing the door behind him. Then they sat in silence, the five of them. It didn’t seem the same without Red Matin. And when they got back to Wuld—if they got back to Wuld—they would need Matin.


  Before long the door swung in. Chornot and Jewold entered their quarters. “See?” said Chornot. “See? You leave these barbarians alone too long, and they have to do something wild—”


  Jewold frowned. “We didn’t come here for that. Look, all of you, do you want your companion back?”


  “Certainly. Of course we do,” said Narla, and all of them nodded.


  “Well, there’s a city close by, and doubtlessly he’d go there.


  You can look for him if you’d like.”


  “What?” cried Chornot. “And maybe lose more of them? We can’t wait, Jewold. Let me remind you of that.”


  “I know it. But if they Want to look, they may—just one of them. The big red-haired one was a sort of leader, and he’ll be needed. We’ll give them some little time.” He reached into a pocket, came out with a small shining instrument. “Whoever goes, take this chronometer. When the dials are so—” he pointed, “—you must be back at this ship. No delay, not one moment, whether you have found the red-haired one or not. Now, who goes?”


  Oren said, “Why not one of you, Jewold? You know the planet better, you could find him more readily—”


  Jewold’s bleak dark face flashed a brief smile. “No, this thing will be done my way. If T lose one more of you, well, that is unfortunate. But I won’t risk leaving one of my own men here.”


  “I think you’re crazy to do it at all,” Chornot told him.


  “Nevertheless, it will be done. Any questions?”


  “Yes,” Oren spoke again. “Why can’t you wait until he’s found, even if it takes some time?”


  “Idiot!” Chornot barked. “Don’t you know anything about astrogation? A little delay can be compensated for, but when you’re thinking in terms of individual stellar motion, of the motion of this cluster, this swarm, of this arm of the galaxy, the galactic rotation itself . . . Bah, we’d be hopelessly lost. Even now, with this delay, we might be. I don’t know—”


  “You don’t have to know,” Jewold reminded him. “I captain this ship, Chornot. Now, who goes?”


  Fidarik said, “If he hears my lute ho will know me, and come.”


  “Sure,” Narla laughed. “But what if you have to fight to get through to him? You’d be quite a warrior. The same goes for Oren and Hibart. But now I, although I am a woman—”


  “Although nothing,” Erak told her. “Where are you hiding muscle on that figure?”


  Narla blushed, and Erak continued: “As I see it, only one of us is suited to go. Don’t forget, Matin may not want to come back at all. But I can force him, I can beat him if necessary. I will go.”


  Narla grumbled, Fidarik strummed a disconsolate chord or two, but no one disputed Erak’s logic.


  “So be it,” Jewold declared. “When can you start?”


  “Give me that chrono-thing,” said Erak. “I can start now.”


  He found the mission to his liking at once, when Narla ran to him, flung her arms around his neck and kissed him as he stepped through the doorway with Jewold and Chornot.


  Briefly, Fidarik’s music was gay again, lilting—and then the door clicked shut.


  Night on the green planet. Night and rain, hard driving sheets of it which the winds battered against Erak’s body, drenching him. Jewold, Chornot and two others had taken him in their ground car to the edge of the city, then they had gone on their own mission. “Don’t forget the time,” Jewold had reminded him. “Watch that chronometer—”


  The planet smelled like Wuld, like it and yet unlike. The damp earth was rich, steaming slightly in the rain—but the plant smells were too strong, too heady . . .


  Erak hardly realized it at first, yet there was something intoxicating about it. Pungent, cloying, it made his head swim, made him giddy, took his feet and gave them a strange dance which he hardly could control.


  City’s edge. He found a street, entered upon it, walked a ways—staggered, hardly saw the pastel buildings with their fantastic gingerbread architecture. “Matin!” he called, which was a foolish thing to do, because the natives—whatever the natives were—might resent him. But the cloying fragrance whispered, told him to do foolish things. “Matin! Matiinnn!”


  Faces peering out of windows. He thought he saw them, couldn’t be sure because the fragrance spun a web of impossible pictures before his eyes.


  “Matiinnn!”


  Silence. Only the driving rain. No one on the streets, only the wind which came in quiet little gusts and brought the fragrance to him, softly, secretly—the fragrance which told him to stay, and forget the ship, stay and be drunk forever with a wine that comes on the wind . . .


  A face! There, at that window, street level. A face? One great soulful eye, a slit of a mouth. Green in the dim light behind it. That—a face? Blossoms sprouting where ears should have been.


  Why was old Teedin of Nawk looking at him out of the rain? How could old Teedin be here, whispering of all his old friends, beckoning him, insisting . . .


  “I’m coming, Teedin!”


  Stop.


  That isn’t Teedin. Narla, shaking her pretty head, the long black hair like a tent falling all around her, parting over upthrust of breasts. Come back, Erak. Find Matin, but return. Return to me, Erak. My kisses.


  But it was a long way back through the rain, didn’t Narla know that? And Teedin might have some of the fair-haired, golden-limbed girls of Nawk with him . . .


  Teedin? Where was Teedin? Narla pouted prettily in the rain, calling him back. But he did not see the old man of Nawk who had sent him originally to Balore to seek out Red Matin.


  To seek Matin. Matin. That was his job, now. And what were these alien perfumes, anyway, against the fragrance of Narla’s midnight hair?


  Smells. Vile odors, sickly sweet. Stay, indeed. He’d need two plugs, one for each nostril, if he were to stay!


  He walked more firmly now, saw the furtive faces at windows, not phantoms, but real, intent upon him. When he looked they darted back, timorously. He had nothing to fear in this city.


  Ahead, a bulk—a sodden, wet mass. Matin!


  “Hello, Erak. Erak?”


  “Yes, Matin. Come on, we’re going back to the ship.”


  “Don’t you like it here? I told you, Fidarik, these starworlds—”


  Tm Erak. Erak. But we’re going back, you and I. Now.”


  “Let go of me, Erak. By the Rites, leave me alone! If I choose to stay—”


  “It’s not what you choose,” Erak told him, shaking his shoulders. “It’s that perfume. Think of something else. Anything. Concentrate.”


  “The May Festival,” Red Matin sang. “I will think of the May Festival, because it pleases me. All the beautiful girls of Balore would come, gathering garlands, and throw them at my feet. Yes—”


  “It is May in Balore now,” Erak told him, smiling. Indeed it might be, because enough time had elapsed since their journey began.


  Time! Erak pulled the chronometer from his pocket, gazed at the luminous dial. All his time, almost gone. Jewold and Chornot would be back at the ship, waiting a final few moments. But now, again, the perfume bid him stay. Yet Narla too would be waiting, Narla with her kisses. Narla and her dance . . .


  “I want to stay!” Matin roared.


  Erak swung his fist savagely, caught the point of Matin’s jaw with it. The squat figure staggered, spun giddily, slumped. Erak caught it in his arms, heaved it up, draped it over his shoulder. By the Rites, but Matin was heavy, a giant in a dwarf’s frame.


  With his burden, Erak stalked back through the rain, through the streets, between their rows of gingerbread houses. Thrice the fragrance halted his legs, thrice he stopped, would have eased Matin to the ground, but each time some small part of his mind thought of Narla, dwelt on her beauty, called her, cried to her—and he could move again. Slowly, as in a dream. Slower still, a dream of a dream.


  The City was behind him and he staggered across a vast wide plain. Ahead, the space ship loomed up in the rain, far and far away. The fragrance crept up from behind, stealthily . . .


  “Narla, call me now! If ever you called anyone, call me now!”


  Hands grabbed him, lifted Matin from his shoulder, put them both in a car. Forward it went, and then it lifted—and soon he saw the old hallway, and the door. Hands thrust him in, departed. The door closed. His head was pillowed on something soft and warm, and Narla’s face swam down out of a haze. Was it wet with tears, or did the haze trick him? Was he here, back on the ship, and was Narla so glad to see him that she cried, or did he still dream with the fragrance?


  “Narla . . .?”


  IV


  He sat up, slowly. “I’m all right now, I think.”


  “Well, you just rest a while, Erak. Matin has told us of that place of smells and compulsion. Erak, Erak—they almost left without you.”


  Erak got up again, this time rapidly. His head ached, and it spun. For a moment nausea swept over him in a wave, but it soon passed. He felt weak, dizzy—but he could stand.


  “They were out there too!” he cried. “They—Chornot and Jewold.”


  “Yes, they were,” Narla agreed. “So what?”


  “But it didn’t touch them, this crazy perfume. They didn’t say anything about it, did they?”


  “No-o.”


  “Nor did they warn me. Then apparently it didn’t trouble them at all. They didn’t even know about it. Yet their kind has been here before.”


  Narla was frowning. “What are you driving at, Erak?”


  “What do we know about them? How much? What have we actually seen of them?”


  “Why—why, very little.”


  “Except,” said Matin, entering from the other room, “except for the one of us who is a traitor.” Erak suddenly realized he was in Narla’s room.


  “—and thank you, Erak of Nawk,” Matin was saying, gruffly. “You saved my life out there. Saved me from something—well, my spine crawls when I think of it.”


  Erak nodded, almost curtly. He did not want to hurt Matin’s feelings, and somehow he thought that now he could do that easily—but still, there was this thought gnawing at him, half-formed, and he wanted to play with it a little before it was filed away in his mind. “Anyway,” he said, “if that fragrance bothered us, and if it didn’t bother them—I think we can say they are different.”


  “Different?” demanded Narla. “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t know what I mean. Just different, that’s all. We can’t know until we get to wherever we’re going. But then—then we’ll see. Unless you know already, Narla.”


  “Eh?” said Matin. “What’s that? Unless Narla knows? What do you mean by that?”


  “Um-mm, nothing,” Erak shrugged. It was still only a guess, all of it—still his word against Narla’s, and he saw no need to bring Matin into the thing. “I was just thinking,” he told Matin now, “that one of us is a spy, Fidarik, Hibart, Oren—myself. That’s all.”


  But his head was whirling. If Chornot and Jewold, if all the master-race were different—then what of Narla? Narla whose kisses sent his blood racing madly through him, Narla whose dance took all that was feminine and put it there before you within reach, then withdrew it, mocked you with it. What of Narla?


  If that was where his logic sent him, did it not say as well that Narla too was not—human?


  “—you should have seen her!” Matin had been talking for some time. “Fidarik told me all about it. Not a woman, not haughty, but just a girl, crying because she thought they would leave. Crying for you, Erak, or so Fidarik tells me. But how any woman in her right mind could cry for you with me out there . . .” He chuckled softly, crossed the room, went out and closed the door behind him.


  “Is that true?” Erak asked the woman.


  She turned her head away. “Perhaps I was foolish.”


  “Kiss me now,” said Erak. He took the girl in his arms, warm, vibrant, human. Human. He kissed her, slowly, thoroughly.


  She felt human, reacted as would a woman. But by the Rites! You couldn’t kiss a woman that way, trying to decide with part of your mind whether or not she were human . . .


  He thrust her back and away from him. For a time she looked into his eyes, trying to read something there, Erak could sense that. Then, abruptly, she turned and walked into the other room, to join Matin and the others.


  Day by day, Fidarik’s music became gayer. But he sang no more of Wuld—his voice lifted to the stars instead. Even Matin, grim and surly most of the way, seemed to realize somehow that they neared journey’s end.


  The ship stopped no more at its galactic ports of call. That part of it was finished, was almost as if it had never been. And Wuld—what of Wuld, back half way across a galaxy, remote, a speck of dust following a tiny spark through the skies? It seemed almost as if they had spent their whole lives on the ship, had but one purpose, and that to reach the world of Jewold and of Chornot.


  The homesickness was gone even from Hibart and Oren. With the others they watched the stars, myriad clusters of them now, sprinkled in wild profusion, spinning, flaming, flashing by.


  And secretly Erak wondered if Narla was the moat eager of all. For the rest this was all new and strange, but the woman perhaps had been here before, had fled among the stars of space, played among them by her birthright. And now, was she going home?


  One day, the view changed. Outside there was a blackness, with vague half-formed gleamings of light aswirl in its depths. Fidarik spoke quietly of great sprawling masses of faintly iridescent gas which obscured the stars.


  Narla took Erak’s hand and he half wanted to draw it away, but her fingers were cool and he liked their feel. “I danced once for you, Erak,” she whispered, “of a man and a maid who would reach the shining bridge of the Milky Way on which the gods go. We have reached it, Erak, you and I. Remember my dance, Erak?”


  By the gods of space—if space had gods—he remembered!


  “But this I would have you do for me,” said Narla. “When you see—what you will see, don’t judge too harshly. Think of a waif, perhaps, taken from her home while the woman was still unborn in the girl, and shown the wonders—all the wonders, Erak—of a galaxy. Think of her, and judge not harshly.”


  “You speak in riddles,” he told her. “If you have anything to tell me, then say it. Otherwise—”


  She withdrew her hand. “I have nothing to say, Erak.”


  One lone star swam in out of the blackness, white, splendorous, aloof. Brighter it grew with each day, and when food was brought Erak noticed with a wry grin that the steward had been changed.


  Red Matin’s laughter roared. “The other whelp is afraid, and I can’t say I blame him. Yet I was a fool. Yes, I admit it. Here, at journey’s end, this is where we act. And by the Rites, it will be good to stretch my legs again—”


  “Someone should have thought of that when you were born,” Fidarik grinned.


  Matin glanced down in mock horror at his gnarled legs. “Narla, tell him—Narla, don’t you think I am beautiful?”


  She smiled. “You are—different, Matin.”


  Erak wanted to say, “And how different are you, Narla?” The thought came more now, and he hardly tried to fight it down. How much of the women’s beauty was a guise? Could it be stripped off, either by some physical or mental device, and what would be left? Of one thing he felt fairly certain—Chornot and Jewold were not what they seemed. They had not warned him of the drugging fragrance on that far world because it had no effect on them.


  And further, if they brought the Rites and the Idols to every world, if they yoked all the furry things with them, yoked the stick-creatures, yoked all the beings of a galaxy—what then were they? On Wuld they were men who came from the stars, simple men who by the? Idols should be treated kindly. Could they assume this form at will? Were the Idols and the Rites the same the galaxy over, were the master-race stick-people on the stick-creature world, furry-things on the . . . It made his head swim, by the Rites!


  They landed on a planet of the white star, and countless space ships of all sizes cluttered the field. This, then, was their destination, Chornot’s home and Jewold’s. Narla’s?


  No four girders this time, no lift, no ground car. A huge ramp extended down from the portal to the spacefield, and Erak watched the hundreds of men who had come home grinning, hugging each other, running down the ramp, shouting names of remembered places and remembered friends.


  It was Chornot who came for them, and not Jewold. “I take over from here,” he said curtly. “We are herding all the other-world creatures into one building. Tomorrow, probably, you will be brought before the Council.”


  “What for?” Red Matin demanded.


  “What for? Why do you think we brought you here half way across the galaxy? You’ve waited this long and you will wait until tomorrow. Although, if I’d had my way, you of the red hair, you would not be here at all. No one told you to leave the ship that time on—well, no matter. At the bottom of the ramp you will find a gathering of the other creatures. Join it.”


  The spacefield, Erak saw as they went down, was not outside the city, but right in its middle. And on all sides the spires and towers rose to meet the sky, thin, graceful, dizzy with polished transparent highways weaving between the buildings. A robber planet, because they built all this with the spoils of Wuld and a hundred worlds like Wuld, while the people did not even know they were slaves.


  Matin must have had the same idea. He muttered, “Thieves, pirates! We could have all this on Wuld . . .”


  Oren and Hibart, Martin and Fidarik, Narla and Erak, they reached the bottom of the ramp two by two. Off to one side milled the other-worldlings, furry-things and stick-men, sloth-like animals with too-bright eyes, monkey-things which wore clothing, granite-thewed and whispy-limbed—the denizens of a score of galactic worlds.


  “We—we don’t belong here,” stammered Oren. “Look, look at them! Not human, not even close to human—but we of Wuld and the master-race could have been cut from the same bolt. So what are we doing with these creatures?”


  “The lad has a point there,” Matin observed. “Strange, is it not, that the human form should be duplicated here on this planet? But of course, for the nonce at least, we’d best follow orders.”


  Erak smiled. “I don’t know,” he said. “Don’t be too sure that the human form is duplicated here.” He turned quickly and looked at Narla, but she seemed as genuinely surprised by his statement as the others.


  “What on Wuld do you mean by that, Erak?” she asked.


  “That’s just it. We’re not on Wuld. Different world, different science, different everything. Don’t be too sure that your eyes aren’t playing tricks.”


  After that, they prodded him with questions, but Erak would say no more. It was only a hunch at best, and he half-feared he had carried a thin line of logic to such an extent that it no longer would support itself.


  With the others, they were herded into a huge vehicle which would have made the original ground-car look like a conveyance for midgets. Matin said something about being able to stretch his legs inside, but he was wrong. By the time all the creatures piled in behind the driver, the interior was crowded. And then, the scores of creatures mouthing a score of impossible languages, they bounced away across the spacefield.


  The way was lined with people of this world, and Erak could see and hear them quite clearly through the large open windows of their vehicle. Mostly, they made fun of the new arrivals, and Erak heard the voices which could have passed for catcalls: “Look at them! Just look—”


  “That furry thing with the soulful eyes. A travesty, that’s what.”


  “Funny . . .”


  “Mama, is this what you meant by bogey-men?”


  “Observe the stick-things—”


  “No, there, that one—that one! Pale white creatures, two limbs on top, two on bottom. Rather ghastly. What? I count, um-mm, six of them, the one with the red-top, see? The one with the upthrust front, the one—” This was impossible, thought Erak. Here they made fun of. us, yet they looked enough like us to be our doubles! Yet that woman outside with the leering face could only have been talking of the people from Wuld. Of Erak and his companions.


  The furry-thing seated in front of Erak chattered and whistled indignantly to its companion. The sounds were incomprehensible, yes—but there was no mistaking indignation in any form. It was as if the creature had said: “Those outside mirror us to the last detail, yet they ridicule us along with all these creatures . . .”


  “—I don’t understand,” Narla was saying. “They’re making fun of us, too. Yet they are human. I know, because I—”


  “You what?” said Erak.


  “I—nothing, Erak. I just know, that’s all.”


  The ridicule had its effect within the bus. Immediately behind the driver a stick-thing and something which looked like a big spider with ten legs began to fight. The spider-creature scurried all over its foe and the stick-thing pumped away methodically with its limbs. Something screamed in anguish.


  Two more figures joined the fray, and another. Screams and whistles filled the bus. A small monkey-creature jabbered at Narla, pulled her jumper, tore it down from one shoulder, revealing white flesh. Narla raked its face with her fingernails, and the thing wrapped small hairy arms around her neck.


  Erak pulled it off and hurled it away as Narla cowered against his shoulder, then Erak was set upon by two more of the monkey-things. He had a brief view of Matin down on the floor, a thick-thewed thing on his chest, pounding at his face. Hibart and Oren were lost from view momentarily in a swirl of bodies, twisting, struggling. The din grew and Erak could not hear Narla although he knew she was screaming something.


  Fidarik held his lute high and something reptilian tried to take it from him.


  A voice, dimly, “Erak, Erak!” Narla . . .


  Erak threw the monkey-things off, glimpsed something fastened to the driver’s back, watched the man struggling. Their vehicle pitched wildly from side to side, tipped to the left, righted itself, skidded, struck something a grazing blow, caroomed off.


  Through the windows, Erak saw the crowd scattering madly in all directions. They swerved again, grazed the side of a building, began to topple. Something big and white came up at them from the front, struck. Lights exploded fiercely inside Erak’s skull . . .


  V


  Narla was stroking his forehead. “Erak, you are all right?”


  He nodded. “I hope we don’t make a habit of this, but what happened?”


  “You couldn’t blame them for rioting, not really, not after the long journey and then that ridicule. And Erak, I’m so—so confused. Because you were right, we were butt for some of those jibes, too. Erak—”


  “What?”


  “I don’t understand, that’s all. But it’s not important, not now. Fidarik—”


  Erak looked around. It was a small room, white and antiseptic, and he lay on a couch. Narla sat on the floor near him, crying softly now. Narla—crying.


  “What of Fidarik?” he demanded.


  “He’s dying, Erak! He came half way across the galaxy—to die like this. Quickly, in one blinding crash. He’s fading fast . . .”


  Fidarik—dying? Fidarik, who brightened the streets of Balore with his gay music, who sang of the times that were not and the times that one day might be. As a Scholar he might give his life to help Wuld, and that would be different. Martyrs, well, they were needed for any cause. But here, unknown and unwept for . . .


  “They say that he won’t live out the day, Erak. Internal injuries, and they just stand there watching. Watching! I think you are right, Erak—not human. I don’t believe they know enough about human anatomy to save him. So instead they’re watching him die . . .”


  Erak got up, staggered for a moment under the weight of pain in his head. But it subsided, slowly, and he said, “Take me to Fidarik.”


  She led him, stiffly, through a door and thence across a wide foyer. Fidarik’s room was much like his own. Small, white, antiseptic. Erak still found it hard to believe all this. On the journey they had seemed somehow apart from violence, even that night when the fragrance bid him stay on a strange faraway world. But suddenly, without warning, it had hit them.


  Fidarik’s eyes were bright with fever. Cold sweat lay on his face with a film that spoke of death. His lips were very dry.


  “Erak—” his hand looked like a claw as, it reached out from under the coverlet. Beside him lay his lute, twisted and broken, the strings loose.


  “Erak—I am glad you came. Matin for all his charm is a bit of an oaf. Narla is a woman. Hibart and Oren, beardless youths. This is a man’s game, Erak, and a subtle play. You, Erak. You are left for Wuld.” He coughed and someone lowered a glass of water to his lips.


  “I—haven’t much time, Erak. Do you know what Wuld means in the old language which we don’t speak—quite—any longer. Do you—know?”


  Erak said that he did not.


  “It just means—world. But we had an old name, when the glory of the stars stretched out before us, when we spanned the startrails in great, gleaming ships long and long ago. Do you—know—that name, Erak? It is Earth. Earth—a good name. A fine name. You must bring it back to Wuld with you—bring it—back with—the glory that was—Earth.” His voice was a dying whisper. “Promise me that, Erak. Promise!”


  Erak said thickly, “I promise.”


  “Good.” Fidarik’s hand stiffened. “Do you know that those fools broke—my lute . . .” Fidarik’s eyes blinked once, then shut.


  Narla turned away as Erak felt the troubador’s pulse. “He’s dead,” Erak said softly.


  He put a hand clumsily on Narla’s shoulder, noticed for the first time that Chornot stood there with Hibart, Oren, and Red Matin. “Well,” said Chornot, “that’s over and done with. The idiots—almost half of them were killed when the bus crashed.”


  “It was your fault,” Narla told him bitterly. “You should have known the people here would react the way they did, should have guessed what would happen in the bus.”


  Chornot shrugged indifferently. “We never had so many aliens here on Garlijor at one time. Who could foresee? Unfortunately, the whole contingent of representatives from two worlds perished. Well, there are more.” Red Matin had stood, sulking, in a corner. Now he said. “Sure, what difference is it to you? A whole sky full of people to take, so what if a few die? You could always get more, whatever you want them for. You butcher!” He tensed ready to spring, but Chornot waved a neuron gun idly. “Careful. There are five of you left from Wuld: I should hate to kill you. Don’t force me. Don’t—”


  Matin relaxed, but visibly, it had taken considerable effort. “All right,” he said. “But let me tell you something, Chornot. You shall die. This I, Matin, promise you.”


  Chornot laughed in his face, but Erak could see the stirrings of fear in the man’s eyes. “Please don’t be melodramatic,” he said. “For now, the Council is ready to meet you on the top level of this building. The other creatures have already gathered, so, if you are ready, I can escort you.”


  “Bring on your damned Council!” Matin cried, stalking toward the door. Everyone followed him, slowly, with Chornot of Garlijor in the rear.


  No one looked back at Fidarik.


  It was a big, high-vaulted room, the ceiling lost in haze. On one side, sullen, silent, milled the creatures of Garlijor’s galactic empire. Across a wide marble floor the men of Garlijor were seated, looking as human as any of Erak’s companions. Still . . .


  Someone stood up. “Chornot, make your report.”


  Chornot stepped forward, cleared his throat. “We have here representatives of the revolutionary movements on twoscore worlds, some of whom, unfortunately, have perished. The journey was uneventful, but for a few minor happenings.” Chornot sat down.


  “Good,” the man told him. “That was quick and to the point.


  Now—” he turned to the starcreatures. He was a big man, tall and gray, a little stooped at the shoulders—or, at least, he looked that way to Erak. “Now, you will all want to know why you are here.”


  Strange. The man spoke the language of Wuld. Yet it should be meaningless jargon to all those creatures standing, squatting, sitting around Erak. All seemed to understand. All listened intently, waited for his next words.


  “We are the masters, none of you can doubt that—yet few of your fellows know it. Long ago—longer than your newly formulated histories on all the worlds go back—we conquered you.


  “Indoctrination followed. None of your worlds know of conquest. They are lost in a labyrinth of mythology and legend, which is good. But you few—you know. The Students on B’rak, Antispace League on Kor, World Federation of Sparilot, Historians on Ramnan Scholars of Wuld, Planetphiles on Zurgo—all of you suspected, delved into forbidden things, learned. We of Garlijor don’t like enemies—and you certainly could be potential enemies.


  “We want to be fair with you, although we could kill you. Our economy dictates galactic empire, and so be it. You can take part—which is why you are here. You can return to your worlds as our emissaries, and riches will await you. Or, you can take the alternative—which is quick death.”


  Erak watched the rustlings of anger tall around him. These creatures—all of them were like the Scholars of Wuld. All fought dogma and superstition and legend to find the truth across the length of a galaxy. Erak felt indignant, heard Matin cursing softly, knew that all the others, whatever their shape, felt the same.


  “Wait,” the gray haired man held up his hand, quieted them. “As I have said, riches await you should you join us. And more—for a chosen few.”


  Silence. Erak wondered what could come next—what could the man possibly say that would convince these rebels from twoscore worlds?


  “Some of you look like your masters of Garlijor. And for those who do, a special place in the galactic hierarchy. You shall be our lieutenants, you few—with a hundred galactic worlds as your toys. Now what do you say?”


  Mutterings again, in twoscore languages—but not angry. Confused, calculating, considering. Said Matin:


  “That isn’t half bad. We’re the ones he means, of course. We look enough like the people of Garlijor to be their twins. All the other creatures, as you can see, are alien. We can have the wealth of worlds, Erak—for Wuld. I think Fidarik would have liked that.”


  Erak snorted. “Yes? Then why didn’t he name us by name if it is so obvious, Matin? Tell me that?”


  “You answered it. Because it is so obvious—”


  “I’ll grant you that, although it isn’t true. Why, then, don’t all these others object?”


  Matin stroked his red beard, long now with their voyaging. “Um-mm, that I do not know. Still, there is a reason somewhere—”


  “One more question, Matin. Plow could all these creatures understand the language of Wuld?”


  Matin scratched his head, said nothing. And Erak smiled his triumph. “I’ll tell you why—because he isn’t speaking the language of Wuld at all, Matin. He speaks his own tongue. Something, some science unknown to us, translates it for us. Telepathy is a word in the old books which could apply. Also, Matin, he isn’t human. None of these masters are human. Each of the planetary creatures sees them as some of his own kind!


  “A trick, Matin—so each of us will think he is the chosen one. Suggestion can play strange tricks on the mind—I think Fidarik spoke with you of hypnotism. Yes? It is a hoax, Matin—a hoax which can assure a galaxy in bondage for Garlijor!”


  The gray haired man was speaking again. “There are those among you—one for each world—who were planted there to help. I can name them—” He reeled off a long list, concluded with “—Furniq of B’rak, Ajaork of Ramnan, Narla of Wuld . . .”


  “You!” Matin hissed. “Blackhaired witch—you, the traitor!” His big strong hands were about her throat before Erak could stop him. Erak stood there, saw Narla’s face go white, saw her gasping, struggling, clawing at Red Matin.


  Then that was it. Narla—a tool for Garlijor. Narla—not human. Narla, whose kisses had held him, had created magic for him, whose dance . . . Like all of Garlijor’s people, she looked human. He remembered the feel of her—she felt human. Woman—everything there is in woman which makes a man do wild things, impossible things. Narla . . .


  Roughly, he pulled Matin away, held the man, sobbing, forced him off Narla. The woman’s hands reached up to her throat. Her voice was a croaking sound. “Erak, Erak—he would have killed me.”


  “Well, I stopped him,” Erak said coldly. He turned away.


  “Erak, please. There is so much you don’t understand, and so much I am just beginning to understand. Erak—”


  He strode forward, slowly, sought out Chornot among the seated men of Garlijor. Fidarik would want it this way, he thought. For Fidarik . . .


  “Ah,” said Chornot. “Then you are ready to come to terms, you of Wuld?”


  Erak smiled. “The name of our planet is Earth, not Wuld. It is an old name and a good name—and now there is something I would know.”


  “And that?”


  Still smiling, Erak reached out quickly with both arms, gripped Chornot’s neck with one hand, pulled clear the neuron gun with the other. Oddly, one part of his mind realized that the suggestion covered the sense of touch—Chornot felt human. As had Narla—


  “What I want to know,” Erak said softly, “is what you really look like.”


  “Crazy! Leave go—you’ll be killed.”


  Angry murmurs among the men of Garlijor behind them.


  “You tell your friends that if one of them moves—no, never mind, they can understand me.” He waved the neuron gun. “If one of you moves, you’ll be signing away Chornot’s life! Now, by the Rites, what do you look like? Can you control it?”


  Dimly, Erak was aware of all the star-creatures watching. They seemed neutral, which was fortunate, for Erak couldn’t look everywhere at once. “You see what I look like—” Chornot told him.


  Erak shook the neuron gun in his face. “If you want to die looking like that, suit yourself. I’ll count to three. One—”


  “See for yourself. Please!”


  “Two—can you control it? Can you? Th—”


  Chornot seemed to writhe in his hands. What had been a man was an obscene horror, something from the slime-pit of a magician’s nightmare of black magic. Erak could not describe it. He didn’t try. He turned away and he felt ill.


  “Look!” Erak cried. “Look at that—your master!”


  Something stirred behind him and he saw Hibart and Oren running forward. He turned. A neuron gun was pointed at his back, Oren pushed him, clawed him away, dove at the man with the gun, received the blast squarely in the chest, folded up and tumbled to the floor, sighing once, a charred ruin. Erak’s answering blast killed the thing of Garlijor—and the dead heap on the floor assumed Chornot’s horrible new shape.


  The star-creatures came forward in a wave, many of them falling. Curses, battle cries in twoscore languages! The subterfuge might have swayed them—but Garlijor could count them as allies never again, not after they had seen the horror of Chornot and the other.


  Erak traded blasts with his neuron gun, felt his right arm go limp. He could see others of the star-creatures finding weapons, using them, turning the Council room into a chamber of carnage.


  Red Matin scorned the guns, had picked up two stout clubs somewhere, swung them, one in each big hand, cracking skulls in all directions, roaring his rage across half a galaxy. With him fought stick-man and furry thing, all the creatures of the star-worlds—brothers against the horror that could assume any shape and had to because of its own loathsome appearance.


  Erak fell once, on a floor slippery with blood, tried to rise, saw the gun in front of him, heard the dull thud of Matin’s club. Both the gun and the face behind it disappeared, and Erak was up again, fighting toward the exit. Once he thought he saw Narla, struggling breast to breast with Chornot, who looked human again—Chornot who had escaped Erak’s fury when Oren and the other man of Garlijor had perished. Then they disappeared behind a wall of struggling forms.


  Erak fought through it, felt Matin beside him, heard the twin clubs swishing through air, the thud of contact. “That Chornot is mine!” Matin cried above the din. “A promise I made, Erak. He’s mine!”


  Only Matin couldn’t keep his promise this time. They found Narla astride Chornot on the floor, her dagger rising and falling, coming up red each time. “Vile, filthy thing!” she was sobbing. “That I thought you and your kind were men, that you could fool me so—” They had to pull her off the man. Only he was a man no longer . . .


  Narla between them, they fought their way through the room. Erak hardly remembered it afterwards. Aim the gun, fire it, cut and slash with Narla’s dagger. They did not have many weapons, but the star-creatures outnumbered the things of Garlijor, fought with a fury that knew no bounds. Fire, cut and slash—


  They were outside. They took the lift down to ground level—a dozen star-creatures with them. Everything had been too quick for any real alarm. Perhaps rumors were abroad. Perhaps some of the Council had sneaked from the room. That was all, and they could fight their way clear and to the spacefield.


  The star-creatures parted, each kind to separate ships. “I can pilot!” Narla cried. “They took me from Wuld when I was a child, told me lies, taught me obscenities. I thought they were human. But find a ship, Erak, and I can get us away—”


  They found one, on the edge of the spacefield, reached its portal. Jewold stood there, smiling strangely. Erak raised his gun.


  “Don’t, man of Wuld. All of us are not like Chornot. There are some that had to carry out orders but felt differently. Each world to its own destiny. Go, man of Wuld—damn you, go!”


  Jewold walked away, not looking back. Matin raised his club, but Erak thrust the big arm down. “He means that, Matin. Come—”


  Torn and bloody, Hibart joined them. “Oren is dead,” he said. “Oren—dead . . .”


  Erak smiled grimly. Oren was dead. Fidarik was dead. But a lot else had died this day.


  Their ship hovered over the spacefield, and Erak watched three other ships, piloted by starcreatures looking-for their startrails home, circle and then dip away toward the horizon.


  They found a gun up front, a big-snouted thing that Narla said spouted liquid fire. “This time of year,” she told them, “all the ships of Garlijor are gathered here at the field. We can destroy them, and they can’t build a. ship in a little time, like you make a cart. It takes years—”


  “By that time,” Erak said, “we’ll be long back on Wuld—on Earth, I mean. We have a ship and we can start to build defenses, just as they will be built on the other star-worlds. A slow thing, this revolt—‘but once the things of Garlijor were seen for what they were—”


  “Their reign is at an end!” Matin finished jubilantly. “Let them come to Wuld after years have passed. Let them. We can kill one, show the vile carcass . . .”


  They criss-crossed the field with liquid fire, watched the ships fall in on themselves, smouldering. They left nothing but a burning ruin.


  Narla held the dagger at his throat, but she was smiling. “Now, you stupid, foolish—will you listen to me? I learned, but it took time. Certainly I liked what they told me. They started when I was young; I thought they were human. Then they left me on Wuld to sow the seeds. What could I do? What can I do now to convince you?”


  “You can put that knife down.”


  She did.


  “Now you can shut up and let me kiss you.”


  She did—and he did.


  July 1953


  Blood on My Jets


  Algis Budrys


  They were the hired gun-rabble of the System, engaged in the dirtiest, most thankless racket in ail the worlds. But Ash Holcomb was doing all right, until the girl walked out of his past with high stakes in her pockets and murder in her eyes!


  Rocket Row is the Joy Street of three planets. It’s got neon lights, crummy dives, cheap hotels, and women to match. Every man who’s ever rode a ship into space knows about Rocket Row. It runs along the far side of Flushing Spaceport, down toward the Sound.


  The New Shanghai was full of dockworkers and crewmen on liberty. It was noisy. I sat on a bar stool and watched the fog trying to infiltrate the open door. It didn’t have a chance against the tobacco smoke that rolled out to meet it. Outside, the streets and alleys would be choked with wet, creeping darkness, full of quiet footsteps, and the cops would find empty-pocketed corpses behind the ashcans in the morning.


  But none of that was any of my business. I was sick and tired of fog—the real kind, the kind they grow on Venus—and I was sick of the thought of blood. I’d seen too much of it, soaking into the hot mud, and some of it spilled by my guns. I wanted to forget the night, and fog that gave cover to every kind of dirty deal a man could imagine. I wanted to pull the corners of my world together until all that was left was the drink, the bar stool, and me. But it wasn’t going to work out that way, because I was in the New Shanghai on business.


  And my kind of business was the dirtiest, lousiest, most thankless racket in the world.


  The bartender moved up to where I was sitting. “Have another one, Ash?” he asked.


  “Yeah, sure, Ming,” I said. “You still make the best Stingers, in the System. Maybe that’s because you don’t brew your own gin.”


  “Could be, Ash, could be,” he laughed. He shook up the drink and poured it in my glass. “How’d it go on Venus?”


  “It went,” I said.


  Ming was one of the few people who admitted knowing I was a D.O.—a Detached Operative. It was a crummy job, but it suited me.


  We were the hired-gun rabble of the System, thrown together into the damnedest police force there had ever been. Spacial expansion hadn’t really gotten underway until after the Terro-Martian War, and after it ended every would-be bigshot there was had realized that all he really needed to set himself up as a pocket-size dictator was some salvaged gear from the mess the war had left, a crew that wasn’t too particular, and a good-looking piece of territory in the practically limitless areas of space. Most of them had picked slices of Venus. There were a few in the Asteroids, hooked up with renegade Marties, and one or two that, had actually grabbed sections of Mars.


  Sending regular law enforcement officers or Marines after each one of these boys would have been physically impossible. Earth government had come up with a cuter idea.


  It was a lot more economical to fight one big decisive battle than to endure a series of inconclusive skirmishes. There were a lot of us boys out in space, most of us just drifting from one port to the next, picking up a living by our wits, and by our skill with a gun, some of us. Earth government had quietly picked out the ones they considered trustworthy, sworn us in, and turned us loose with a few standing orders and a lot of dependence on our discretion.


  Whenever something brewed between two of these minor warlords, we’d come flocking in and hire ourselves out to whichever side we felt had slightly more justice. Sometimes we wound up shooting at each other, but you couldn’t even be sure of that, since most of us didn’t know, beyond a guess or two, who the other D.O.’s were. Usually, though, we had enough brains to pick the right side, and we’d make sure that was the one that came out on top.


  It was a process of elimination, actually. The warlords were helped to knock each other off until, eventually, those who remained either proved themselves to be strong leaders, which was what frontier planets needed, or else megalomaniacs, in which case it paid to devote a full-scale military campaign to them.


  It was a highly informal system, but it had worked. It was tough on us, but it wasn’t any harder than freelance grifting had been. It left an awful lot to personal discretion, and we paid ourselves out of whatever came to hand, but there hadn’t been any big totalitarian regimes lately, either.


  “Yeah, I did pretty well,” I repeated.


  Ming puckered his mouth and winked. I used to try and figure out how he did it, standing behind his bar all day, never going out, never talking much except to a few people like me. But I knew for sure that he could have told me exactly how much I’d made on that Venus job—and the. gimmick I’d pulled to get it past Customs, too.


  But that was why I was in here. Something was up—something big, and I wanted to find out what it was before every grifter and chiseler in the System tried to cut a piece of it for himself.


  “I got a note in my mailbox today,” I said casually.


  “Yeah?” he asked, just as quietly.


  “Must have been put there as soon as I touched down this morning. Somebody wants me to go to work for them. They’re paying high—too high, maybe. Hear anything about a big job coming off somewhere?”


  Ming grinned. “If you mean that little letter from Transolar; yeah, I know about that.” He got serious, and moved closer.


  “But that’s all I know, and nobody else knows even that much. Sure, something’s cooking, but nobody knows what it is. I—” He broke off. “You’ve got company. Boy, have you got company!”


  I looked in the backbar mirror, A girl had come in the doorway and was walking toward me. Her dress tightened in intriguing places. Her face was as much of a treat. High-cheeked, brown-eyed, with a small, uptilted nose and a full mouth, it was framed by short curly hair the color of new copper wire, I liked it.


  So did the spacemen and the dockworkers sitting at the bar. One or two half-rose to invite her to join them, but they sat down again when they saw who she was headed for.


  There was something about that hair. I’d®, seen it before, somewhere.


  The guy next to me got up and slid out of the way. I let my eyes stay on the bottles on the back bar until she sat down beside me. I gave Ming a look. He nodded, and moved down the bar.


  “Ash?”


  The voice was low, but crisp. It had whispers and murmurs in it,” too, and I knew I’d heard it before.


  “I’m Pat McKay.”


  I turned my head and looked at her. Her dress, tight as paint from hem to bodice, was mysteriously loose in the sleeves. Ruffles at each shoulder hid bulges that Mother Nature never put there. They looked more like twin shoulder holsters. They were.


  And the last time I’d seen her, she was seventeen—eighteen, maybe—in a ball gown, her hair long then, curling around her shoulders.


  And the voice hadn’t been as controlled, or as crisp, but she’d been saying, “You’re a good dancer, Mr. Holcomb. Not much on the light conversation, but a good leader.”


  I’d swept her around another couple, and kept my cheek away from hers. “The Academy is geared to the production of good leaders, Pat. Good conversationalists, on the other hand, are born, not made.”


  She laughed—a giddy party laugh from a girl who dated Academy boys exclusively, who loved the glitter and pomp of graduation ceremonies, who hung around the Academy all she could, who had been to Graduation Balls before, and would certainly-be to a number of them again, before she managed to separate tell the black and silver uniforms she’d danced with and found herself a man from inside one of them. An Academy drag—a number in a score of little black books.


  “Like Harry—oh, pardon me, it’s Graduation Night—like Mr. Thorsten, you mean?” And she looked up at me, raking my face with her green eyes.


  “If you will.”


  “You’re jealous, Mr. Holcomb,” she said, breaking out her best little tease manner.


  “Maybe.” I knew she was trying to get me angry. She was getting there fast, too.


  “Well, now, if you displayed some of Mr. Thorsten’s other gifts, I could forget about the conversation,” she said lightly.


  “Meaning you’d like me to dance you out on the terrace and make a pass at you?”


  “Maybe.”


  She was daring me.


  I danced her out on the terrace, and found a darker corner. She looked up at me, her eyes a little surprised, but her lips were parted.


  I tightened my arms and kissed her. It started gently—just a kiss sneaked in between dances—but her arms were growing tighter too, and her fingers were hooking. We, held it, while I listened to the blood running in my ears, until we broke apart, both of us dropping our arms, standing and looking at each other, dragging air down our throats.


  “Ash! You—”


  She started to say something, and broke it. It sounded a little too much like a movie heroine, all of a sudden. She was. holding the pose a little too long, too. “Hell, she’s a kid—she’s doing it the way the grown-ups in the movies do it,” I told myself, but I’d danced her out here for a purpose. Maybe she didn’t deserve it, but I was sick to death of the little bits of fluff that hung around, drinking in borrowed glamor, getting the big play from boys like Harry Thorsten.


  I reached out and grabbed.


  “Now comes the part you’ve really been asking for,” I said. I crouched, bent her over my knee, and brought my hand down. Hard. Three times in all, putting everything I had into it.


  “Now,” I said, letting her get up, “maybe you’ll quit bothering guys who worked all their lives to get in a spot where they could go out and be of some help in the only job they ever wanted—the TSN. Do you think you really stack up worth a damn beside the only thing that counts?”


  She just stood there, tears of rage in her eyes. I was never sure whether it was what I’d done or what I said that had her so mad, but the last thing I heard her say as I walked away was: “Damn you, Ash Holcomb! Damn you for being such a snobbish stuck-up . . .”


  Well, maybe I was wrong and maybe I wasn’t. I didn’t know as much in those days as I should have, either. But it was too late now—too late by a war and a hundred revolutions, too late by all the men who’d gone down before my guns, too late by years of loneliness and bitterness.


  But if it was too late, why did I remember it all now, with Thorsten up in the Asteroids, a little king in his own right, with me in the New Shanghai, a white ray-burn splashed through my hair, with the Academy a dim thing behind both of us, and Pat—


  Why was Pat here? What had she done through the years, while I fought my way from one end of the System to the other, and Harry took the easy way out during the war?


  “Hello, Pat,” I said. “I haven’t seen you in a long time.” Well, what else was I going to say?


  I don’t know what she had expected me to say. She kept her face in profile, and didn’t let me see what it was showing.


  “I’m here on business; I hear you’re a good man, these days, for the job I’ve got.” She twisted the words like a knife.


  All right, if she wanted it that way, she’d get it.


  “So they tell me,” I said.


  “Fifteen thousand for a month’s work.”


  She said it quietly, without any build-up. Maybe she figured fifteen thousand didn’t need one.


  I sat there for a minute, not saying anything, but thinking hard. What kind of a setup was she offering me? Was this the big job that was floating around? There’s usually a sure way to find out. When someone offers you a blind deal, argue. Maybe they’ll get-mad, or scared you won’t take it, and spill something.


  “No, thanks,” I said.


  She frowned. “Don’t try haggling with me, Ash. I can get somebody just as good for less.”


  “I don’t doubt it. You could probably get three. That’s why I don’t want any part of it. It’s sucker bait.”


  She looked at me for the first time, mouth twisted.


  “Since when does a hired gun like you turn down that kind of money? The job’s worth it, believe me.”


  That hit me. But I couldn’t afford to get touchy.


  “Probably is. But with standard pay at three thousand a month, plus bounties and commissions, this little errand of yours, whatever it may be, must break so many laws it could land me in a death house,” I said, watching her eyes.


  It didn’t add up. Nothing added up. Why had she picked me, in the first place? I had a reputation as one of the better gunnies, sure, but there were at least twenty guys I’d never draw against, if I could help it, and four or five of them were available. Because she’d known me? And. this job—what kind of hanky-panky was going on at these prices?


  I watched her eyes acquiring dangerous highlights. The temper that went with that hair was beginning to stir.


  “Do you want to get in on the biggest deal that’s ever been pulled off in space or don’t you?” she said. “Or are you going to chicken out?” she added contemptuously.


  I let it slide off my shoulders.


  “I don’t know,” I said. I wanted to get a chance to really talk things out with her, and this wasn’t the place for it. “Anyway, this is no place to talk business. Walk out of here as if I’d turned you down, and go up the street. I’ll catch up to you.”


  “Okay.” She got up and walked out.


  “Sorry, Honey,” I called after her, loud enough for everybody to hear. A snicker went up. I cut it off with a look at the characters lined up against the bar, and got back to my drink. I finished it casually, put it down, paid, and walked slowly to the door. I let everybody get a good look at me turning down the street in the opposite direction from the one Pat had taken.


  I ducked into the first cross street and moved swiftly over to the alley that paralleled the street that Pat was on. I was thinking all the way.


  Being a D.O. was one thing—getting into something solo was another. I could get killed, for all I knew, and maybe by a law-man’s gun. That was a risk I ran on every job, but in this case, I didn’t even know, yet, what was going on. The smart thing to do would have been to pass the word to my SBI contact, but that would take too much time. There was nothing I could do but dive into this mess head-on, and hope I’d have time to yell for help later.


  I was about to turn into another alley that ran back to the main street when I heard the coughing of a Saro airgun and the faint sizzle of a Colt in reply.


  Instantly, I was running silently up the alley. One hand unzipped the chest of my coverall, and the other one dove in and grabbed the butt of the heavy Sturmey that’s my favorite man-killer. I reached the mouth of the alley and stopped abruptly in the shadows.


  A man lay in the middle of the street, unnaturally flat against the concrete slab. The street, lamp up the block was dark, its base surrounded by shattered glass.


  The Saro went into action again from the roof of a building across the street. I saw the slugs chip cement from the railing of a flight of steps four doors up. A pale blue flare winked from behind the railing, and the man with the Saro ducked, but was up again as another gun raked the stairs from a spot on my side of the street. I didn’t like that setup one bit.


  The Sturmey in my hand went whoomp! and the man on the roof sailed out over the street and landed with a crunch. The other gun cut off abruptly. Two Colt beams probed for it from the stairs, and that clinched it. It was Pat, all right, and somewhere, she’d become a fair hand at street fighting.


  “Hey, Pat!” I yelled, and ducked away from the storm of bullets the other gunman flung at me. The result was what I’d hoped for. The man had exposed himself to Pat’s fire by shooting at me. The Colts sizzled viciously, and the burst of Saro noise stopped in mid-clip.


  A gun Clattered on cement. I poked my head cautiously around the corner. Silence blanketed Rocket Row, and then was tempered by a scuffing noise. Up the street, a leather belt was being pressed against the side of a building by the weight of a body that was sliding slowly downwards. I spotted a glowing dot that was a tunic smoldering around a Colt burn.


  “Ash!”


  “Yeah?”


  “You okay?”


  I grinned. She sounded a little worried.


  I sprinted across the street at a weaving run, and dove behind the stairway.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “I don’t know—but I’ve got an idea. I got about a hundred yards up the street when I spotted this guy tailing me. I yelled, and he ducked. At the same time, this other fellow started running toward me across the street. I burned him down, and ducked in here just as the bird on the roof opened up. That’s it, until you came along.”


  I swore. I didn’t go for three men gunning one girl. I looked over the top of the railing. One or two people were starting to come out of doorways.


  “Maybe we’d better get out of here,” I said.


  We ran up the street to another alley. She re-holstered her guns on the way, revealing a lot of what the dress advertised.


  We stopped inside the alley and caught our breaths. “Well, anyway,” I said, “I know what you’re in this for.”


  She looked up sharply. “What?”


  “You need money to buy some underwear with.”


  She slammed her hand into my face. I ducked back, and stood there, blinking.


  “Look, Holcomb, as far as I’m concerned, the deal’s on. Fine. Thanks for helping me out back there, too. But just thanks—no further payment. And no kidding around. This is a business deal. Have you got that straight, or do I burn you down where you stand and find another boy?”


  She meant it. I looked down at her hand, and one of the Colts was in it.


  “Okay.” I hadn’t meant that crack as a pass, but as long as the question had come up, it was all right by me to have it settled right here. “But put that thing away before I make you eat it.”


  She grinned, suddenly, and put the gun back. “I’m sorry, Ash. But it’s the best way I’ve ever found to establish a clear-cut business relationship. Partners?”


  She stuck out her hand, and I took it.


  “Deal.”


  A siren rose and died on Rocket Row. Pat jumped back. “Damn it!” she said. She shot a glance up the alley. “We’d better split up,” she said. “Look, Ash,” she said hastily, “I’ll get in touch with you. Meanwhile, do what I tell you to, and don’t waste time asking me why. I’ll tell you later. All you have to do now is take the job Transolar is going to offer you. That’s all. Take that job, and start to carry it out. I’ll be in touch with you somewhere along the line.”


  She looked down toward the alley’s mouth. I followed her glance, and saw shadowy figures of men running by.


  “They’ll be in here in a minute. I’ve got a car a couple of blocks away. I’ll see you, Ash.”


  “Yeah. Hurry up,” I added, as the first of the cops came warily into the alley.


  I pulled my gun and ducked behind a barrel as she started to run. The cop yelled and came after her. I snapped a shot over his head, and that drove him into cover. Over the shouts that rose, I could hear her footsteps fading out.


  I followed her cautiously, sliding from behind one ashcan to another, keeping the cops down with an occasional shot. I made it out of the alley and into the street, then ducked into a doorway, kicked the lock loose, took the stairs two at a time to the roof, and got. away over the housetops.


  And all the time, I was wondering about Pat, the job that Transolar was going to offer me, and how she’d known about it.


  II


  Mort Weidmann was the same Captain Weidmann who’d left an arm in the cockpit of a K class scoutbomber that he’d flown through a formation of Marties while he almost bled to death. He looked very military in his blue and silver uniform. It wasn’t a TSN. uniform, of course, but even a Transolar Express rig. makes an old soldier feel better.


  He was another old friend of mine, like Thorsten. The three of us had been touched by the war, each in our separate ways. Mort was the one who didn’t just feel a yearning for space, who didn’t just ride on a TSN uniform because it was the one available way. Mort had loved the TSN itself, with a pride in the traditions that guys like Thorsten and me hadn’t quite had. He’d been a better officer because of it—and the only one who couldn’t have stayed.


  And, as we’d gone our separate ways, so our ways of thinking had changed. Thorsten—well, he’d taken his choice, and some day I might have to go into the Belt and do something about it, but Mort’s attitude hurt. He didn’t have any respect for me—he couldn’t have, for a man who’d resigned his commission and become a planet-hopper.


  He stood at the window in his office, his phony arm tucked into a pocket, his moustache moving up and down as he talked to me.


  “I don’t know why they picked you, Ash,” he said.


  I leaned back in my chair. “I don’t either—unless maybe it’s because they couldn’t find anybody else with my qualifications. Or maybe it’s because they can trust me, and they know it.” I was getting pretty mad. Weidmann was a right guy, but I was getting sick of being offered jobs without being told what they were. Two in two days was a little too much.


  Weidmann turned around. “Don’t get edgy, Ash! I’ve got my orders—they came down from the top brass, and I’ll carry them, whether I approve or not. But don’t get me sore. I’m authorized to offer you ten thousand dollars, plus expenses, for one trip to Titan and back. You’ll be carrying extremely valuable cargo, and you’ll be expected to deliver it intact. Do you want the job, or not?”


  I didn’t answer him right away. What was wrong with him? There was more than just dislike riding his voice.


  “I don’t get,” I stalled. “Like you’ve said, why me? And why Titan? There’s nothing out there. Besides, the Asteroid Belt is full of Marties, to say nothing of Thorsten and his crew. Nobody in his right mind would try to make that trip without a convoy.”


  Weidmann flushed. “For your information,” he said, “there’s a small scientific staff in a bubble on Titan. They need a new charge for their power pile, and we’ve got the shipping contract. Our problem is to get it to them without Thorsten or the Martians learning about it and grabbing it up. That’s why we dug you up. We need somebody who can fly it out to them and fight off raiders at the same time. You’re still the best available.”


  So that was the big job! No wonder there were so many phony things going on!


  “For God, for Country, and for Transolar, huh?” I said, watching the blood leave his face. “Now why should I help you pull your fat contracts out of the fire? What’s it to me if a bunch of technicians don’t get their damn fuel? The stuff’d be worth plenty to either Thorsten or the Marties. Living in the Asteroids isn’t fun—I’ve done it, and it takes power to maintain a bubble. Believe me, they’ll throw everything they’ve got to keep a ship carrying a pile charge from making it past them.”


  I must have sounded pretty nasty about it, because Weidmann actually yanked that murderous motorized artificial arm out of his pocket. He pulled up his shoulders and looked at me like I was something floating down a sewer, but he kept his voice even.


  “All right, Ash. Ten thousand, plus expenses. You’ll be given a new kind of ship. It’s a model we picked up from a manufacturer who had his contract cancelled by the TSN. She was originally designed for armed reconnaissance, and we’ve installed the weapons called for in the original specifications. She’ll outfly anything with jets on it, and stand off a cruiser, given room to maneuver. Does that soothe you, or do you want a convoy, too?” he added scornfully.


  I lit a cigarette and pretended to think it over. Actually, of course, I was going to take the job. I would have, anyway, but there were two additional reasons why I wouldn’t turn it down. There was Pat, of course, and her orders. Most important though, had been the fact that the message to report to Weidmann that I’d found in my mailbox at the Spacemen’s Hiring Hall had borne a slightly different Post Office cancellation on the stamp than the usual. The “T” in United wasn’t quite formed the way it was on the regular stamp. It wasn’t apparent unless you looked for it—but it was as good as a big red sign that spelled out “Official United Terrestrial Government Business—Act as Directed Within,” because that was what it meant.


  “Sounds better than I expected,” I admitted. “All right. When do I go?”


  Weidmann didn’t show any expression to indicate disappointment or satisfaction. He simply said, “Tonight, after we check over the details. The ship’s equipped with standard TSN controls, and you’ll have lots of time to test her flight characteristics once you get out in space.”


  “What happens if she explodes, Don’t I get to test her first?”


  “No—there isn’t time, and it would be a dead giveaway.” For the first time, I saw something like satisfaction on Weidmann’s face. “And if she explodes . . . well, frankly, Holcomb, that’s your problem.”


  I spent the afternoon being briefed. One thing was off my mind—if I had official orders to take this job, then the SBI would be keeping a tab on me. It made a difference, knowing that no matter what kind of a mess I got into, somebody would at least know what had happened to me, and, most important, why.


  I was given a Company flight suit, and a hip rig for my Sturmey. I put those on, and was taken to within a block of the port in a shuttered car.


  Not going all the way to the spaceport was my idea. The reason I gave Weidmann was good enough—there was no sense putting up neon markers to indicate that I was up to something special—but I had a better one than that. I had to give Pat a chance to get in touch with me.


  It didn’t work out that way.


  I began walking down toward the Transolar revetment, using a shortcut street, looking around for Pat. It was a cinch she’d had some kind of a tail on me, and I was expecting to see her step out of almost any of the doorways I passed.


  Instead, I heard something.


  Back up the street, the way I had come, boot soles whispered on concrete. I turned around and looked, buried in shadow.


  I couldn’t see anything. I turned back around, and kept on walking, and I heard a holster being unsnapped. I stopped to listen, and there was only silence. I moved, and somebody slipped a safety catch.


  I leaped suddenly to my right. My shoulders touched the wall of a house. My hands blurred forward, one locking on my holster and holding it down, the other scooping the Sturmey out and clear of the leather, then blurring again as I shot my hand as far away from me as I could, fired down the street, and spun myself away from the building. I fired again, and the street lamp above my head smashed into bits. Then I was in a deep doorway, crouched, waiting, while ribbons of light cut creases in the wall where I’d been.


  That was how it began. There, were endless minutes of silence, and then someone would drag a heel or kick a step. There’d be the kick of my gun against my palm, and once, the count on their side dropped from five to four.


  A dot of light flickered from behind a high gutter, and rock chipped off a wall near my head. I ducked, kissed the sidewalk with my belly, slithered down a flight of steps to a basement alcove, rolled over, and slid behind the stone. On the way down, I fired back, and I heard a rasp of metal on stone. Not the momentary rake of a belt buckle or button, but a gun, dragging its muzzle against curbing while the man who’d fired it kicked his life away in the gutter. I heard it drop the last inch to the street.


  I knew they’d be flanking me pretty soon. I heard cloth whisper as two of them slipped off to each side. The fellow they’d left behind began firing from all angles, weaving back and forth to cover them. He put too much, pattern in his weave, though, and that was his mistake. The pattern broke, and became random as the guns spun out of his hands before he could even realize there was a shot coming.


  Two! I rolled away from behind the steps, crouched, and padded away on the balls of my feet. My boots had special sponge soles on them, but even so, a lance of blue slashed from down the street against my calf. I plowed into the sidewalk, furrowing my face and tearing meat off the knuckle wrapped around my gun. I tried not to catch my breath too loudly as I dragged myself behind the ornamental outcrop of the bannister on the next flight of steps.


  My leg felt like there was a railroad spike driven into it, and my knuckles were numb and stiff. I worked my fingers to keep them from freezing up on me, even though jolts of pain came up and hammered at the backs of my eyes. My face felt wet and itchy. I lay there, waiting.


  I got one more of them. He decided I was dead, and poked his pale face out against a black wall. The face vanished in a burst of red, and he sprawled back. I chuckled.


  There wasn’t much I could do but chuckle. The one guy left had me cold. I had no idea where he was, but he’d seen the flash of my gun. I couldn’t shift position fast enough or quietly enough to get away. All I could do was lie there.


  He took a chance and jumped me. I never heard him coming.


  A gun bounced off my head, and I went under. But not before I looked up and saw that it was Pat herself.


  III


  I remember lying on my back for quite awhile before I wanted to open my eyes. I knew I wasn’t on the street. The air was warm, and heated, and I was on a bed, or something like it. My leg was giving me hell where it had been burned, but I could feel the pressure of a bandage. I couldn’t tell about my hand and face—they felt as if something had been done about them, too, but I couldn’t find out for sure without looking or touching them, and I didn’t want to do that yet.


  Why the hell had Pat jumped me? I couldn’t figure it.


  I opened my eyes, and she was standing over me, a gun dangling from one hand. I threw a look at my watch, and saw I’d been out a half hour., at most.


  “What the hell—” I began.


  She cut me off with a gesture of the gun. “Shut up,” she said wearily. “You’ll have plenty of time to start lying later.” She grimaced with tired disgust.


  I shook my head, but I knew better than to go on talking. There was anger working its way into the hurt look in her eyes.


  I got up, ignoring the feeling in my calf, and noticed several other things. I’d been Tying on a low couch. My flying boots were unzipped, so that I couldn’t move faster than a shuffle. The coveralls were loose around my waist where my harness had been.


  I pressed my left upper arm against my ribs. As far as I could tell, they hadn’t found my insurance policy—a little singleshot burner hidden between two of my ribs under a strip of what looked like skin. There was collodion on my face, and tape on my knuckles.


  “Happy?” she asked.


  “Uh-huh. I’m Prince Charming, you’re Snow White, and, as far as l can add up, somebody’s fresh out of dwarves. What’s going on around here, anyway?”


  “You double-crossed me, that’s what happened. We made a deal, and you sold out on it!” She was working herself to boiling mad, clear through—and that explained why she’d looked at me the way she had.


  I shook my head again, trying to clear it. I was getting mad myself.


  “Look, Pat, I can take just so much mysterious crap, and no more,” I said, feeling the blood starting to work itself into my face. “I got in from Venus, after winding up one of the prettiest insurrections you ever saw. I got my belly full of the sound of guns and the smell of death, and all I wanted to do was relax and spend the dough I made. No sooner do I take my first drink of decent liquor in six months than you walk up to me and start the goddamdest mess I’ve, ever been in!


  “All right—we made a deal. As far as I know, I’ve carried out the orders you gave me. I got the job for Transolar, and I started it. Nobody but you and I know there’s something funny going on, though I suppose the cops are starting to suspect—seeing as I’ve killed five men in two days, and helped you knock off two more. Now let’s get a few things straight around here! I’ve been shot at, slugged, and generally treated like a supporting star in a cloak and dagger movie. Either I get some fast answers, or I start slugging!”


  I’d been moving forward as I talked, getting madder and madder, and closer to being ready to dive for that gun and rip it out of her hand.


  She was starting to lose some of her determination. The gun muzzle was dipping. I reached out my hand.


  The gun was centered on me again in an instant, but the fire was gone out of her eyes.


  “Hold it, Ash!” she said. “You sound too mad to be lying, but you haven’t convinced me yet. Just stay put a minute. You want to know what’s going on? You should have a pretty fair idea by now,” she went on, still keeping the gun on me. “I’m after that power pile you’re supposed to fly out to Titan. Harry needs it.”


  I should have known, I suppose. Well, maybe she was still space-struck. Thorsten played rough, and he had some strange friends, but so far he hadn’t earned a full-scale visit from the TSN. It didn’t mean as much in this case, though. He would have been a tough nut to crack, sitting out there in the Asteroids with a good-sized fleet behind him. Still—


  But that was for another time. I let her see by my face that the subject wasn’t closed, and then I went on.


  “Yeah—keep talking. Who jumped you on Rocket Row last night? Why were you trying to pot me a while ago?”


  “Because—goddam it, I don’t know what to think!” she said. “Those were SBI men last night. I knew they were trailing me, but I thought I’d gotten rid of them before I contacted you. Maybe I did—maybe they picked me up again when I went back out on the street. Anyway, we killed them, but the SBI knows damn well who did it. We did enough yelling back and forth to let all of New York City know who it was.”


  That had been a dumb play, all right. I didn’t have time to curse my stupidity, though. I didn’t care one bit for the idea of me having shot an SBI man. It was his own fault, but it wouldn’t help my record any.


  “All right,” I said, “so they were SBI men. That’s tough—for them.”


  “Why haven’t we been picked up? I’ve been hiding out all day—but how did you get away with walking in Transolar in broad daylight and coming out again, if you didn’t make some kind of deal?” She was gnawing on her lip. “Damn it, give me a reasonable explanation, and I’ll forget the whole thing.”


  That sent me off. I knew why I hadn’t been picked up, all right—they were waiting for me to blow this deal open for them. Maybe, if I did that, they’d forget I’d killed one of them. I’d have to do a really good job, though.


  But I wasn’t doing too much reasoning, right then. I’d been mad all night, but that was nothing to what I felt right then.


  I could feel a big red ball of pure rage building up inside me. My fingers started to tremble, and my vision got hazy.


  I swung out my hand and slapped the muzzle of the gun as hard as I could, and to hell with what it did to my bum hand. The gun went spinning away, taking skin off her fingers as it went, and crashed into a wall. I swung my hand back and slapped her across the face. She fell back and hit the floor. She lay huddled in a corner, looking up at me, her eyes wide and her mouth open with surprise.


  “You’ll forget the whole thing, huh? All I have to do is explain away some half-baked idea that came into your head, and you’ll forgive-me, is that it?” I reached down, grabbed her shoulder, pulled her to her feet, and held her there. Her mouth was still open, and she couldn’t get any words out of her throat.


  “You’re going to forgive me for getting me into a deal that involves killing SBI men. You’re going to forgive me for having a guy that used to be a buddy of mine hate my guts, I suppose. You’re going to forgive me for slapping my face, and I’m going to get your gracious pardon for having to fight it out for my life tonight against five guns. That’s just fine! Is that supposed to cover getting shot and knocked around and slugged?”


  I hauled back and slapped her again. “And that’s for pointing a gun at me! Twice. I live by a gun, and I expect to die by one, someday. But not at the hands of a woman who can’t fight a man on his own terms, and has to keep him off with a gun after she gets herself into a mess. All right—you know how to use one. But, so help me, you wave one of those things at me again, and I’ll ram it down your throat catty-cornered!”


  I pushed her away, and she slammed back against the wall. “One more thing,” I said. “Have you ever heard of the SBI fooling around making deals with a guy that’s killed one of their men? Not on your life! They’re a tough crew, and a smart one. If they thought I had anything to do with that fracas last night, I’d be on my way to a Federal gas chamber right now, if I was lucky enough to live through the working-over they’d give me! Use your brains!”


  She stood against the wall, staring at me, making sounds in her throat. One of her cheeks was starting to puff.


  I started for her again. Her eyes got even wider.


  “Ash!”


  Her voice was high and frightened. Somehow, it cut through the deadly anger in my chest, and made me stop.


  “Ash! Please—Ash—I . . .” She put her hands up to her face and stood there, sobbing into them.


  My nails were digging into my palms. I opened my hands, and saw blood running over my knuckles where the tape had torn away. There was some of my blood on her dress, where I’d grabbed her shoulder.


  “Ash! Please—I’m sorry—It—it’s just that I didn’t know what to think.”


  I don’t know how I got over to her, but then I had my arms around her, and she was digging her teeth into the cloth of my shoulder, and sobbing.


  “Pat, why do you have to be this way? Why can’t you—” I was saying, and stroking that red-brown hair. She wasn’t a tough, self-assured woman who could gun a man down without blinking. She was a soft, hurt, crying girl, mumbling through tears, her body shaking.


  I wasn’t a guy who’d fought his way through a war and countless battles since, either.


  She pulled her face away from me, and looked up. Her eyes were wet, but she wasn’t scared any more.


  I looked down at her. I started to say something, but she stopped me.


  “I had it coming, Ash,” she said softly. “I didn’t trust you. I should have known better.”


  She half-smiled. “I haven’t met too many people who could get worked up over not being trusted.”


  I couldn’t look at her. I was going to have to turn her over to the SBI some day, and I couldn’t look at her.


  “Ash, remember the night you spanked me? Remember what you did first?”


  I felt her hand on my face, turning it. Then she was kissing me, her lips soft and fresh, her wet face under my glance, her long lashes down over closed eyes. Her arms moved on my back, and her body was as light as a dream in my arms.


  My own eyes closed.


  IV


  Flight coveralls are designed to be airtight when fully zipped. Hoods with transparent faceplates and oxygen leads can be hermetically sealed to the collars, and every ship has emergency plug-ins for the oxygen tubes. In combat, all spacemen keep their hoods thrown back, like mackinaw hoods, so that if a hole is blown in the hull, they can slip the hoods on and plug into the emergency oxygen supply. Struggling into a full-dress spacesuit is too complicated a job to entrust to the few frantic minutes that spell the difference between life and death, and meanwhile, the coveralls are far more comfortable in flight.


  Besides, anyone who’d seen what a spacesuit does to a figure like Pat’s will agree that it’s a dirty shame.


  While Pat was climbing into her outfit, I was outlining the plan we’d have to follow. As long as I was going to go along with this offer of hers, temporarily, at least, I might as well, do it right.


  “I got into a cab accident, or something,” I said. “That accounts for the shape I’m in. You’re an old friend of mine, and since I’m in no condition to fly and fight at the same time, I’m taking you along as co-pilot.


  “Weidmann’ll stick me for your pay, of course. I’ll make sure he does—that way there won’t be much kick about you coming along, especially if I make it a ‘both or neither’ proposition.


  “When we get out in space, you show me-how to get to Thorsten’s bubble in the Asteroids, and that’s it. We deliver the pile charge, shoot back out into space, fake the signs of a big battle, and yell for help over the radio. There’ll be a squawk about you being a woman then, of course, but hell, us spacebums are supposed to be devil-may-care, aren’t we?”


  It was a great little plan, all right. It would give SBI the location of Thorsten’s base, and it wouldn’t hold up delivery of the pile charge any longer than it would take to salvage it. Meanwhile, space would be rid of Harry.


  “Sounds like it’ll work, all right,” she said. “I wish I was surer the SBI didn’t have anything big on me. It’ll be a bad enough stink as it is.” She grinned. “But we’ll make out.”


  Weidmann was out at the field, fuming over the fact that I was an hour and a half late.


  He surprised me, though. He didn’t boggle over taking Pat along, once I gave him a story about being lightly hit by a car and having to take my friend along.


  Pat had had a tight cloth strapped across her breasts, her hood over her face, and I’d gotten her into the ship fast.


  “Okay, okay, who gives a damn what happens to you, as long as the job’s done,” Weidmann said, but I couldn’t believe him, somehow, when he added, “I don’t even care who does it, personally.”


  He slipped an envelope into my pocket. “Something for you,” he said. “Don’t open it until you’re past Mars, and don’t let your friend see it—for awhile, anyway.” He chuckled, and surprised me by doing it. He looked secretly happy over something, as if he knew about something awful that was going to happen to me. “You’ll have some sweet explaining to do to your friend, Holcomb. I’d love to see it.” But there was still that note of something more than laughter, more than most feelings, in his voice.


  He wouldn’t say more than that. He just shoved me into the ship and slammed the hatch.


  r kept watching him in the starboard screens as we checked off the instrument board. He was a little figure at the edge of the field, staring wistfully up at the ship, his mechanical arm in his pocket.


  I couldn’t wait until we were past Mars to open the letter, of course. We’d be too close to the Belt by then. I read it while Pat was at the controls.


  Holcomb:


  I don’t know exactly why—except that you’re the best there is, I guess—but you’ve been picked, for this job.


  As you may have guessed, Transolar Express is a blind for some pretty big Government bureaus. This isn’t a ship the TSN cancelled, of course. It’s a top-secret job built according to the specifications laid down by the Titan labs.


  When you hit Titan, turn the ship over to the technicians there, and they’ll install the additional equipment that’s part of your cargo of “pile fuels.” The rest of your load really is fuel, but it’s not meant for the Titan pile—it’s for the engines in the ship.


  When it’s ready, you’ll fly the ship to God knows where. You won’t refuse, I know, because I wouldn’t either, if I’d been given the chance to fly the first ship into hyperspace.


  Luck,


  Weidmann.


  When I’d finished it, I went back to the engine room and took a look at the drive. Then I went to the cargo compartment and stood looking at the hatches. They were sealed—welded shut.


  I went back up forward, and waited until Pat had to leave the controls for a few minutes.


  The minute she dropped through the hatch I was over at an emergency tool kit, and a few seconds later I was ripping off bulkhead panels with a screwdriver. I got a fast look at banks of dials and instruments, and slapped the panels back up before Pat got back. Then I went down to my cabin and just sat on a bunk, staring at the wall.


  That cocky little bastard. That frozen-faced terrier of a man, cursing me with all his heart because I was getting the chance he’d have had, if he hadn’t given his right arm too soon.


  And he had wished me luck.


  I was proud, then, of being an Earthman, of being a fighting man, of having earned the right to get my name in the history books.


  I stood there, a big dumb jackass.


  All of a sudden, it had hit me. I’d been asking a lot of questions lately, and getting only partial answers. Now I had all the answers, and I hated every one of them.


  The misdirection and lying on Weidmann’s part was clear as a bell. It had been designed to get me off Earth and headed for Titan without anybody knowing the real reasons—even me. They knew that if the real secret ever leaked out, every renegade and pirate in the system would swarm down, battling to the death to get their hands on this ship.


  So they pulled the purloined letter gag. They hid the ship and its mission in plain sight, They sent me off in her to deliver the engine parts to where the hyper-spatial drive could be assembled, and from there I’d be able to fly her to whatever star they chose, ghosting along in a universe where the speed of light as we knew it was not the fastest speed a ship could hit.


  They’d given me a good excuse, too. “Pile fuels!” A big enough cargo to justify using me and a special ship, but not so big that I couldn’t handle the opposition I’d get from the Belt gangs, who’d fight for it, sure, but who’d try a lot less hard, and discourage a lot easier, than they would if they knew what was really up.


  ’The only trouble with that was that they did know.


  Sure—what else could it be? Earth was thick with two-bit sneaks and spies who sold information to anybody with the price. Even Earth government thought enough of them to cook up this big production. One of them must have dug deeper than anyone thought.


  Thorsten knew, that was a cinch. He knew so well, that he hadn’t even wanted to chance a fight out in space, where the drive might get shot up. He’d sent Pat out to decoy me into him.


  I stood there, cursing, my big fists closed into sledges. Pat-Pat, that beautiful, wonderful actress. Pat, who was death with a gun and arson for me with her lips.


  All my life, I’d been getting mad at people and things. During the war, I was crazy mad at Marties. Afterward, I was mad at anybody who wanted to push other people around. I got mad at Pat, because I thought she was playing me for a sucker.


  And Pat had taught me what hatred could do. She’d given me love to replace it.


  And played me for a sucker.


  I stood there—Ash Holcomb, the toughest man in space, maybe. Not the smartest—no, not the smartest. The dumbest, the stupidest chump who’d ever fallen for the oldest gag in history.


  And nobody knew about it. Back on Earth, they were sure they’d gotten away with it. Even Weidmann—Weidmann with the grin, Mort Weidmann who had gone helling around in a hundred dives with me, who didn’t need obvious signs like long hair or breasts to spot a woman’s figure—he thought everything was all right, too. He was probably shaking his head with envy, back on Earth, thinking of all the fun I’d be having in hyperspace.


  Nobody knew the mess the System was in, except me. And nobody could do anything about it, now, except me.


  That thought knocked me out of the raging mood I had been working myself into. I couldn’t afford to lose my head.


  I’d been wondering how Thorsten was going to work a rendezvous right in the middle of the Belt, with renegade Marties that had held out from the war swarming all over the place, just waiting for a prize like this.


  The answer was simple—he’d worked out an alliance with them. Probably the Marties thought they could use it to reconquer the System. If I knew Harry, he had other plans, but they were probably just as bad.


  What in hell was I going to do?


  One more thought hit me, that was the worst one of all, because it held out an impossible hope.


  It was all right to picture Weidmann getting a boot out of me taking a woman along. Under ordinary circumstances, that might have been true. But this was too big, too important. There were two alternatives.


  Weidmann must have known I was a D.O. I could assume that. But, knowing how important the job was, Weidmann wouldn’t have let Pat come along, no matter what, if he hadn’t thought she and I were working together.


  And that one stopped me cold. Was she, or wasn’t she?


  V


  What was Pat doing, tied up with Thorsten? She was a high grade operator now, as far from the. immature tease I’d known at the Academy as I could imagine. Where had she learned to handle a gun like that? Where had she gotten the experience that let her handle a job this size by herself?


  I couldn’t answer that—not any of it, and it was driving me huts. I stared over the control banks at the forward screen, watching the stars, and beating my brains out.


  We’d been out in space for two days, and I hadn’t dared to try and find out. You don’t, when you’re alone with the woman you love.


  She was standing next to me, and I looked up at her. The coveralls gave a pretty good indication of what lay beneath, and it was top grade. Not that her figure was that spectacular—she had something more than figures on a tape measure. There was a precision, a slim freshness and freedom to the way one curve flowed into another. It sounds silly, but the way she held herself reminded me of a thing I’d seen once; a rocket transiting the sun, fire sparkling from the shimmering hull, and the Milky Way behind it.


  I finally caught what I was trying to phrase; she looked as if she was poised for flight.


  She grinned down at me. “Like it?” she asked, chuckling. Her green eyes crackled with light, and there were little demons in her laugh.


  I tried to think of a clever comeback, but I couldn’t. I just said, “Yes.”


  I did like it. And I hated. it, at the same time.


  The ship was fast, but space is big. I had a week to plan my next moves while we worked our way through the area between Earth and Mars’ orbit where the TSN kept the raiders down.


  But the week went by, and I didn’t think of anything. I’d be working over the control board, and then I’d look up, and she’d be smiling at me. I’d raise an eyebrow, and she’d stick her tongue out. We shared cigarettes. I’d take a drag, hand her the butt, and she’d cuff me when I blew smoke in her face.


  “Hey, Goon,” she’d say from behind the plotting board, “d’ja hear the one about the lady sociologist who wandered into Bessie’s place on Venus?”


  I taught her original. verses to The Song of the Wandering Spacemen. Then she taught me the verses she knew.


  We crossed Mars’ orbit. I couldn’t think of any way to find out what I’d been killing myself over except to ask.


  “Ever hear of the D. Q.’s?” I asked quietly.


  “Will chewing chlorophyl tablets cure ’em?” she asked.


  I laughed so hard that I cried. “I don’t think so,” I answered automatically, and got busy checking the breech assembly on one of the ship’s rocket launchers.


  “Lay off that, apeface,” Pat said. “We won’t need it.”


  “How come?”


  “If anybody comes around looking unfriendly, just give ’em this on the radio,” she said, and whistled off a recognition signal in Martian.


  I turned slowly away from the launcher.


  Thorsten did have a deal with the Marties. What was more, Pat was in on it. She had to be.


  She looked at my face.


  “What’s the matter, Lump? Something you ate?”


  “Sit down, Pat,” I said, pointing to the navigation table. “Go on, sit down!” I yelled.


  She turned white.


  “You know what kind of a ship this is, don’t you?” I said, feeling like I was a hundred years old.


  “Sure.” She nodded. She was beginning to get it. “You weren’t supposed to know about that.”


  “I didn’t. Not until we were spaceborne.”


  Didn’t she realize? Couldn’t she see. what she was doing to me?


  “Pat, do yon know what’ll happen if the Marties get this drive? They’ll be able to hit Earth and Venus with everything they’ve got, coming out of nowhere and going back into hyperspace when they’re through. The TSN won’t stand a chance against them.”


  She shrugged. “They probably would, if they ever got it, but they won’t. Harry’s going to assemble the drive, install it in his ships, and then we’ll take off. The Marties’ll be stuck.”


  “Wait a minute—you just mentioned taking off. Where to?”


  She looked up at me. “Harry says there’s another planet out in hyperspace, somewhere, circling another star. He says people can live on it.” Her eyes were shining, and I remembered a girl on a terrace, back at the Academy, with a dream in her voice that I’d been too dumb to recognize.


  “He does, does he? Can he prove it? How do you know what he’s really going to do?”


  “Because he’s told me!” she flared. “He’s going to by-pass the fumbling bureaucrats who run things on Earth and take mankind out to the stars—mankind, Ash, the toughest, the strongest men in space, and their women. Space belongs to us, Ash, not to those Earthbound lilies!”


  “And whose speech are you repeating?” I said, getting more and more mad every minute. “Thorsten’s?”


  “Yes!”


  “All right, if you think so God damned much of him, suppose you tell me what he is to you now?” I asked.


  “He’s my husband.” She didn’t even hesitate.


  I started for her, before I could think of words for the doublecrossing . . .


  She came off the navigation table like a coiled spring. She had a gun in her hand.


  “Ash—get back! I don’t want to hurt you. Ash—can’t you see why? Do you think I’m the kind who—?”


  I kept coming. “No,” I said, “I can’t see why. I’m not built so I could see why. And yes, I do think you’re the kind.”


  “I don’t know why I had to pick you!” she screamed then. “Maybe I remembered something—maybe I found something out, after it was too late—”


  She was crying, but she was bringing the gun up at the same time.


  I didn’t care. I didn’t care if she pulled the trigger or not.


  “I told you,” I said between my teeth.


  She had the gun aimed right at me. Her face was gray, and her hand was shaking.


  “I told you the last time what I’d do if you ever pointed a gun at me again.” My voice was coming out low, but it had absolutely nothing in it. It was just words, coming out one by one.


  The gun muzzle was shaking badly. She put up her hand to steady it.


  “I—” she said. There were tears running down her cheeks in a steady wet stream.


  She should have pulled the trigger. I think she should have. But she didn’t.


  I smashed my fist against the gun, and it was out of her hands, crashing into metal somewhere.


  “Ash!” she screamed, and raked her nails across my face.


  She kicked up her knee, and fire exploded in my groin. I fell forward, slamming her down on the. deck, and threw my entire dead weight across her shoulders.


  I didn’t have to. Her head had hit the deck, and she lay unconscious, blood seeping out through her hair.


  She wouldn’t talk to me. She lay on her bunk, her chest rising and falling under the straps I’d buckled around her.


  I tried to explain, to make her understand, somehow.


  “Pat, I’ve got a responsibility to the people I work for. I’ve spent the last ten years keeping characters like Harry Thorsten from taking over this System. It’s a rough job, and it’s a dirty one. I can’t help that. I don’t like it. Pat, it’s got to be this way.”


  She wouldn’t talk to me. She wouldn’t listen. I walked out, of her cabin, locking the door behind me.


  Locking a door and forgetting what’s on the other side are two different things.


  I went up the control room and set a course for Titan. Maybe once we got out there, I’d be able to convince her.


  It was a lousy hope. I didn’t even understand her—she was like something I’d never seen before. How could she be like she was? How, goddam it, how?


  VI


  Titan lay ahead of me, pursuing its track around Saturn.


  My ship drove toward it, flaming out fuel in reckless amounts as I poured on the acceleration. I had to get there fast. We’d already missed our rendezous time with Thorsten by two days. He was going to figure out what happened—must have done so already—and would be hot behind us. I had to land, get the engines installed, load supplies, and take off into hyperspace before he hit.


  It was a race against time. I built up velocity to a point no sane skipper would ever dream of, leaving just enough fuel to brake with, knowing I wouldn’t need it to get back.


  Part of me sat in the control room, plotting curves, charting fuel consumption figures on a graph, watching the black line rise hour by hour to the red crayon slash that meant I had done all I could.


  And part of me was down in the cabin with Pat, but if I’d let the two parts mix . . .


  No ship in the System had ever hit the speed I begged out of my ship’s heaving engines. No human being had ever traveled as fast before, tracing his track across the white stars in the blue fire of his jets.


  If I made it to Titan in time to get into hyperspace, I would have Pat with me. There’d be stars to look at, and the worlds that circled them. Star on star, marching past the ship, world after spinning world, fair against the stars, and a million things to see, a thousand lifetimes to live.


  Out there, where other beings lived, was adventure enough for both of us, and enough of dreaming. Maybe she’d forget Thorsten, maybe some of the things she’d said had been lies, maybe the whisperings in darkness were true.


  If I could get to Titan in time. I might as well have walked. I knew there was no hope before I finished landing.


  Titan was an empty moon. Where the project bubble had been was a circle of fused concrete around a mess of melted alloys. A corpse in a TSN space-suit lay on its back and stared at Saturn.


  I looked down at it, cursing, my shoulders slumping under the weight of my helmet.


  And I heard the voice on the command frequency.


  “Hey—you—you down by the bubble.” The voice was weak, and getting weaker.


  “Yeah!” I shouted into my mike.


  “Holcomb?”


  “Yeah, for Christ’s sake!


  Where are you?”


  “Your right—about a hundred yards. Start walking over here. I’ll talk you in.”


  I started off at a lope, kicking my way over the rough ground. That voice was pitifully weak.


  I found him, curled around a rock, his head and arm supported on a rifle that was leaned against the stone.


  “Holcomb—”


  “Yeah.” He couldn’t even turn his head to look at me.


  “I’m Foster—Lou Foster. Commanding, Marine guard detail.”


  I remembered him. The one who filled a practice football with water.


  “Yeah, Lou. How’s it?”


  “No damn good at all, Ash.


  I’ve been waiting for you.”


  “Thorsten?”


  “Yeah—our old classmate, Harry the horse. About thirty-forty hours back.”


  “You been in that thing all this time!”


  “Sure—snap, if you breathe shallow and don’t drink anything. Helps to have a couple of spare tanks.” He could still try to chuckle.


  “Well, hell, guy, let’s get you over to my ship.”


  “No can do, Ash. No sense to it.”


  I was straining to hear the words now, even with his set right next to mine. I knelt down and touched helmets with him.


  “Listen, Ash—he’s got the stuff. The diagrams, the charts, the figures—everything. He’s even got the tech detail, to put it together for him.”


  “All right, Lou. It figured. But can the yak. Come on, boy, over my shoulder you go, and down to the can with you.”


  “Lemme lay! Goddam it, quit tryin’ to move me! I didn’t walk over here—I got flung when the dome let go!” He was screaming.


  “Sorry, Lou!”


  “S’all right.” He bubbled a chuckle. “I see by my infallible little TSN instruments that I’m gonna run outta breathin’ material ’na couple minutes. ’S’all right by me. Luck to ya, Ash.”


  “Yeah.”


  But he didn’t strangle. He didn’t choke in his helmet; there was still air in his tanks when he died.


  I went back to my ship and sat behind the control board, smoking a cigarette. I rubbed a hand across my tired eyes, and “wondered what I was going to do next.


  Thorsten had thought of everything. He couldn’t have found technicians to assemble the drive anywhere else, so he’d come out here and kidnapped them. That was an elementary move, obviously planned far in advance.


  I’d been running a useless race. I would have realized it long ago, if I hadn’t been half-crazy about Pat.


  She laughed at me when I told her about it, but she laughed in a peculiar way.


  “I could have told you,” she said, laughing. “Ash Holcomb, the big undercover agent, heading like mad for Titan! And what does he find?”


  “I found Lou Foster, Pat,” I said, feeling the steel in my voice slicing upward in my throat.


  “That wasn’t anybody’s fault!” she said quickly. “He happened to get in Harry’s way.”


  “Go tell Andrea Foster,” I said.


  “Stop it, Ash! You can keep bringing up horrible examples, but it still doesn’t mean anything, compared to travel to the stars.”


  “What was wrong with the way it was going to be done?” I asked.


  But she was pulling her protective shell of mockery around her again. “Oh, stop it, Ash! You’re licked, and now you’re trying to justify it by claiming foul, the way losers always have.”


  But the last thing she said, as I slammed out of the cabin, was: “This time, you got the spanking, Ash. Now stop crying about it.” But somehow, she didn’t sound as happy as she’d probably expected.


  I took the ship back out into space, finally, heading Sunward. All I could do was hope I’d get within radio range of a TSN ship before Thorsten found me.


  But that didn’t happen. I wasn’t anywhere near the Belt when I had to sit and watch Thorsten’s fleet come flaming at me out of space and surround my ship, sliding into tight courses that held me on a deadly and invisible leash.


  And I could feel things crumbling inside me. All the principles the Academy had built in, and love, and fear—remorse, friendship, bravery—none of it meant anything. They were things that human hearts and minds were capable of, but when yesterday’s love is today’s revulsion, when friends are deadly enemies, when all the world thinks of you as just another space bum—what then? I had the destiny of the System riding in the holds behind me, and nobody really knew or cared that I’d break my heart to keep it safe.


  They were my eyes, but they weren’t altogether normal, as I stared out of the control room screens at the waiting fleet.


  They kept their distances. They all had their launchers pointed at me, and on a few of the old T Class rack-mounts I could see the homing torps lying in wait on the flat upper decks.


  I went back to Pat’s cabin. She was sitting up on her bunk, staring at me. Fire lay buried deep in her eyes, but she kept her face smooth.


  “Okay, Pat,” I said. “Thorsten’s got his crew in a globe around me. He wants this ship. Should I give it to him?”


  What I was saying didn’t match my voice. I was tired, and mad, and I couldn’t look at her. I could feel my lower teeth sliding back and forth against my upper ones.


  “No—I know you too well, Ash,” she said. “Not the way you’d give it to him.” She pushed herself up and stood in front of me. Her eyes kept getting wider and wider. “Ash! You’re crazy. If you think you can fight your way out of this—” her voice broke. “You know you don’t have a chance. I’ve seen Harry’s fleet in action. This is one ship, Ash—one ship!”


  Her entire body was radiating urgency. She was standing stiff-legged, every muscle quivering, trying to get her words through the desperate red haze that was building up in front of my eyes. I couldn’t see her very clearly.


  But I could see her well enough to laugh at her.


  “Fight?” I said. “Fight! I’ve had fighting—all the fighting I’m ever going to do. I’ve been fighting too much, too often. I had a name and a friend, once—and I had a girl, once, too. Now all I’ve got is a job, and some orders, and a conscience, maybe. No—I’m not going to fight.” I threw back my head and laughed again. I reached out and grabbed her arm. “Come on—you’re going to have a grandstand seat.”


  I pulled her up the companionway and into the control room, and threw her into the co-pilot’s seat. I pulled out my gun.


  “Reach for those controls,” I said, “and I’ll blow your hand off.” She sat in the chair, her face gray, staring out at Thorsten’s fleet.


  I reached over and switched the radio to Thorsten’s frequency.


  “Thorsten!”


  “Yes, Holcomb?”


  His, too, wasn’t quite the same voice it had been. It was even, clipped, used to commanding a crew that didn’t enjoy being commanded.


  “I’ve got Pat,” I said, keeping my, gun on her.


  “Let’s stick to relevancies, Holcomb. How much for the ship?”


  He’d given himself away! I could have laughed.


  “No, Thorsten, let’s keep it where I want it—how much for Pat?”


  There was a pause on the other transmitter. I was playing my cards right. Thorsten had me, and the ship. But I had his wife, and that was swinging the scales my way. Why should he offer to pay me, how? A bluff? No—he had a better one in the ships, with their launchers ready. Why should he be willing to dicker for the ship? Because she was in it, that was why. If I refused to. give up, he could always blow me out of space, or take the ticklish chance of trying to disable the ship without wrecking the engines. But he wasn’t going to do that. Pat was worth too much to him.


  “Thorsten! You heard me—how much for your wife?”


  He cursed me. His voice was a lot lower than it had been.


  “I’ve got a gun on her, Thorsten.”


  Suddenly, he sighed. “All right, Holcomb. You win—but not as much as you’d think. I’ll make a deal.”


  I laughed at him, still keeping my gun pointed at Pat with a rock-steady hand. “What am I supposed to think you’ve been doing, Thorsten?”


  It was getting to be too much for me. I could feel all the pressure that had built up in the last ten days starting to come to a head, ready to explode and to hell with who the pieces hit.


  “Oh, no, Thorsten—no deals. No bargains, no sell-outs, no compromises. I’m up to here on doublecrossing and crisscrossing. I hired out to you and Transolar, and before that I hired out to anybody who had money or a chance for me to get some. And all the time, I was hired out to Earth government. I’ve had too many jobs, Thorsten—my gun’s been on the line too long. There are too many oaths and too many loyalties. Too much of my honor’s been spread from one end of the System to the other. Now I’m quitting. The towel’s going in, and from now on, it’s me that I fight for.”


  I had the mike up against my mouth, and I was yelling into it. “I know what you’re going to offer me, Thorsten. I know what I’d offer. You want the girl and the ship. You want one as bad as the other, but you won’t settle for half. So you’re offering me my life, and a free ride to Earth. Well, you can take that deal and stuff it. Earth! Who the hell would want to live on the Earth you’d leave, after you and your Martie friends got through with it. No, Thorsten, it’s no bargain. It’s a Heads you win, Tails I lose proposition, no matter how you slice it.”


  I laughed again, enjoying it, because it was going to be my last laugh.


  “Holcomb!” He must have guessed what I was working myself up to do, because there was sheer desperation in his voice, but I cut him off.


  “Shut up, Harry! I told you I was quitting. You know the racket I’m in. You don’t just quit it. You go out with your hand on the wheel and your jets full on. And here I come!”


  I fed flame into my portside jets, throwing the mike away from me as I grabbed the controls. The ship arced over, singing her death-song in snapping stanchions and straining plates, in the angry howl of the converters, in the drumfire of jets that coughed and choked as fuel poured into them, but which opened their throats and bellowed just the same.


  “Ash!” That was Pat.


  “Holcomb!” That was Thorsten.


  But I was pure metal-jacketed, fireborne death, howling silently toward the sleek cruiser that was Thorsten’s flagship, the best known and most feared silhouette in space.


  The gates of Hell opened in space. Every ship in the hemisphere ahead of me vomitted fire as the ones behind me and beside me lanced out of the way of the arrowing missiles.


  There was no way for Thorsten to avoid me. Fire blossomed at the throats of his jets, and the flagship shot forward.


  I snarled, twisted the wheel, and kept my nose pointed for his bridge.


  Proximity torps began exploding all around me. They weren’t doing Thorsten a bit of good. Either they hit me, or, without air to carry the shock, they were as good as not there at all.


  “Here’s your hyperspacial c drive, Harry!” I howled. “Here it comes—cornpliments of Ash Holcomb, hired gun!”


  Suddenly a missile exploded under my bow. It was a clean hit. The ship screamed escaping air, and shuddered, bucking upward. Lt wasn’t just stanchions ripping loose now, or buckling plates. It was snapping girders, and metal spewing out into space like teeth from a broken mouth. The trouble board winked solid fire at me.


  I didn’t care about that. The ship was unhurt in the only place that counted—her engine room—and the stern jets kept firing. But I was bent over the wheel, sobbing in pure, white-hot, frustrated rage, because I was going to miss. I’d been slammed up off my trajectory high enough to miss, and Thorsten’s ship was firing every tube he had to drive herself down and away, behind a protective screen of other ships.


  I could hear the hysterical relief in Thorsten’s laugh over the radio.


  I could hear something else, too. It hadn’t mattered what Pat did, once I’d swung the ship into line. I couldn’t have pulled it out of the collision course myself. It had taken an atomic rocket to blast me out of the way.


  But it was different, now.


  I was folded over the wheel, blood running down my chin from my bitten lip, my knuckles aching as I tightened my fists.


  Pat said: “Ash—I’m sorry,” There was a sob in her voice. “But you won’t give up,” she stumbled on. “You’ll never give up, until you and Harry are both dead. And I couldn’t stand losing both of you.”


  I never knew what she hit me with, but the back of my skull seemed, to explode inward, and I slid out of the seat-to the deck. I started crawling toward her. She sobbed, but she hit me again.


  VII


  The fleet had scattered back to the hundreds of hidden berths among the farflung Asteroids. I came awake in a pressurized burrow dug out in the particular rock Thorsten had chosen for himself and his crew. I’d been dropped in a corner and searched down to my shorts. There wasn’t anything on me that I could use for a weapon.


  Except—no, I caught myself before there was even a quiver in my left arm. Now wasn’t the time to press against my ribs, to try to feel the almost imperceptible bulge of the singleshot capsule between my ribs.


  I groaned and let, my eyes flicker open.


  “How’s it, Ash?”


  I looked up. Thorsten was standing a few feet away from me, looking down from under his spreading black eyebrows.


  I put my hand up to my head. “Crummy. She hits hard.”


  Harry chuckled.


  He wasn’t a specially big man, but he was large enough. He had deep black eyes under his brows, an aristocratic nose that had been broken, a slightly off-center mouth whose lower lip was tighter on one side than the other, and a firm jaw. His hair was black—almost as black as mine, and as short. He hadn’t changed much.


  His voice started in the pit of his stomach, and worked its way up. When he chuckled, the sound was almost operatic, deeper than I remembered it.


  “Why shouldn’t I kill you, Holcomb?” he said.


  I climbed to my feet, and looked into those probing eyes. “Go ahead. Give me half a chance, and I’ll kill you.”


  He laughed. “The old school tie,” he said. His voice dropped an octave. “Relax, Holcomb. You’re alive, for the time being. Come on, let’s get some food.”


  He reached out and slapped me on the back.


  Thorsten’s mess hall was another pocket in the Asteriod. It was connected to the burrow I’d been in by a tunnel in the rock, and as we walked down it. I’d had a chance to get quick looks into branching corridors and other burrows that were machine shops, arsenals, ration dumps, and living quarters. Just before we turned into the mess hall, I caught a glimpse of an airlock hatch at the end of the tunnel. That was where Thorsten’s ship had to be—and my own, too, unless I missed my guess.


  As long as I had a functioning mind, I was going to use it. Automatically, a map of as much of the layout as I’d seen was filed away in my brain.


  The mess hall must have been the largest single unit in the entire chain of burrows that honeycombed the Asteroid. It was lit by clamp-on units, like the rest of the place, but the lamps were spread a little farther apart, so it was darker. Even so, I could see that most of the space was filled with men sitting at the long mess tables.


  “Quite a setup, isn’t it, Holcomb?” Thorsten asked, leading me toward a table that was slightly set apart from the others.


  “Looks like an improved standard TSN base,” I said.


  Thorsten chuckled again. He must have liked the sound of it.


  “In many ways, that’s more or less what it is,” he said, sounding pleased.


  We got to the table, and stopped.


  All the other mess tables ran end to end from the far side of the burrow to this. Thorsten’s table was set at right angles to the others, and a separate chair that was obviously his was placed so that he could look over all the other men. The table had a snow-fresh cloth on it, and was set in high-polish silver. Heavy napkins lay beside each of the places. I glanced down at the other tables. They were bare-boarded, but that wasn’t going to make much difference to the men sitting at them.


  But all of that took about half a minute’s looking. What stopped my eye cold was Pat, dressed in an elaborate gown, seated at one end of Thorsten’s table.


  “Stop staring, Ash,” Thorsten said, the laughter running under his words like the whisper of a river. “Let’s not keep our hostess waiting.”


  “Hello, Pat,” I said as I walked over to the chair that Thorsten indicated was mine. I was sitting next to her.


  She half-smiled, but her eyes were uncertain. “Hello, Ash.” She glanced quickly over toward Thorsten, who had reached his own chair.


  Thorsten stopped next to the chair and laid his hand on its back. It was a signal.


  “Attention!”


  A paradeground voice near the door wiped out every other sound in the hall.


  There were close to six hundred men in the mess hall. All of them were suddenly on their feet, snapping to, the sound of boots on rock thundering through the burrow. The men faced each other across the long tables, staring straight ahead.


  The successive crashes of sound died out. I stood casually next to my place. Pat was the only seated person in the hall.


  Thorsten stood where he was, his hand still on the chair, looking out over his men. The silence held.


  “All right, men. Let’s eat,” Thorsten said casually. There was another roll of sound through the hall as six hundred men sat down and long platters of hot food were rushed out to them by table orderlies.


  Thorsten and I sat down, and the three of us at the table faced each other.


  “Enjoy the show?” I asked Thorsten. He came back with a peeved look.


  It was my turn to chuckle, but I had enough sense to keep it inside. I was right back to not being sure of what to think, as far as Pat was concerned. How much of our affair had been pure bait, and how much of it did Harry know about?


  He motioned to a waiting orderly, who stepped forward and poured wine into the crystal goblets beside our plates. Thorsten reached forward and picked his up. “A toast, Holcomb!” The black eyes bored into mine. I picked up my glass.


  Thorsten turned toward Pat and raised his glass. I looked at her. Her face was pale, and her eyes were oddly urgent. She couldn’t seem to take them off Thorsten’s face.


  “To my wife!” Thorsten said, and drained his glass.


  I drank out of my own. It was good Burgundy—cold and dry in my mouth, and warm as it came down my throat. I set the glass gently down. If Thorsten was expecting me to react, he was disappointed.


  But he was laughing, the sound echoing through the burrow, none of the men paying any attention to it. I looked at Pat.


  “Another toast!” Thorsten’s glass had been refilled.


  “To Ash Holcomb—hired gun and angel of death!” He was laughing at me, and at Pat. He knew, or guessed, and death was lightly hidden by his laughter.


  “Don’t do it, Holcomb!”


  Thorsten’s voice was ice. I looked at my hands. They were hooked into talons, and I realized that there wasn’t a muscle in my body that wasn’t tensed and ready to cannon me across the table. I could even hear the snarl rumbling at the base of my throat.


  I looked to the side. A man with an open holster flap was standing there, his eyes locked on me.


  “Do what, Harry,” I asked casually, “propose another toast?”


  He looked uncertain for a moment. Then the smile and the laugh came on, and Thorsten was Thorsten again. He didn’t know about the chained lightning that was running in my arteries instead of blood. He was a dead man as he sat there, and he didn’t know it. In a way, that was funny enough to me to keep waiting.


  “A toast? It certainly is a night for toasts, isn’t it?” Thorsten murmured.


  Pat hadn’t moved, and stopped looking at him. I didn’t know if she’d looked at me when I was ready to go for Thorsten’s throat—but I didn’t think so. Now she smiled. I wonder how much it cost her because her lower lip was gray where she’d had it between her teeth.


  I had my glass refilled. I nodded toward Pat—and gave Thorsten the Academy toast. “Here’s to space, and the Academy. To stars, to the men that walk them, and to the flaming ships that fly.”


  I looked at Thorsten for the first time since I’d raised my glass, and it was my turn to laugh.


  He was gray, and somehow smaller in his thronelike chair. He stared across the table at me, and then let his eyes fall. Hesitantly, he spread the fingers of his hand, and looked at the pale circle where the ring had been.


  And, incredibly, he laughed.


  “Score one for the opposition,” he chuckled. “Nice going, Ash.”


  I laughed with him, keeping it on a casual plane. I’d done what I wanted to—hit him where he lived. Now, if I could give the conversation a nudge in just the right direction, I might be able to start him talking about his plans. I was that much closer to an outside chance to do something about them.


  “What happened, Harry?” I asked. “How’d you get from the TSN into being the top man in the Belt?”


  He bit. While Pat and I sat there, Pat nervously shifting her glance from him to me, and me not daring to look at her because of the things I’d say to myself, he told his story. The orderlies brought our dinner, putting dishes down and taking them away as he talked between mouthfuls.


  “They don’t talk much about me, I guess,” he began. “It’s a pretty ordinary story, anyway. I was in the war, with my own squadron. We ran into some bad luck, combined with a set of orders that got mixed up. I lost my men. I lost a leg, too.”


  He leaned down and slapped his right thigh. It rang with metal. “I didn’t enjoy that. While I was in the hospital, they brought charges against me. I wasn’t given time to prepare an adequate defense, and they threw several paragraphs of the book at me. I was dropped a rank in grade, and slated for duty at a procurement office. I got my break, then. The Marties, under Kull, hit the Moon at practically that time.”


  I remembered that. They’d gotten a toehold and established a forward base, and Earth had started getting hit with atomic missiles.


  “All of a sudden, anybody who could walk or be carried into a ship was tossed into a. raggle-taggle fleet the TSN dredged up. That included me.”


  He grinned. “Only they made two mistakes. The first one was in thinking I still owed Earth any kind of a debt. The second was the bigger one—they gave me a crew raked out of every brig and detention barracks in the fleet. I guess they didn’t think I was fit to command anything else.”


  He grinned. “Pat was in a Wasp unit attached to the base. I took her along.”


  He waved his hand at the men in the mess hall. “Some of my original crew are still with me. I simply headed for the Belt, and sat out the war. The boys didn’t mind one bit. We had plenty of stores, and they knew nobody would bother us while there were more important things going on. Afterwards—well, we’ve done all right.”


  He had. Some of the freight lines bribed him. Some didn’t.


  Uncounted millions in rare minerals were scattered among the tumbling rocks of the Belt, but nobody dared to mine them. He’d given refuge to the stragglers from Mars’ broken navies, and built a kingdom on blood and loot.


  “I know what I’m called on Earth,” he said. “I’m a butcher, a brigand—all the names there are. Even another fighting man, like you, Holcomb, thinks I’m a renegade and a traitor to humanity for throwing in with the Marties. Well, they’re blind, Holcomb!”


  His open palm came cracking down on the table. “They can’t see that Earth is rotten to the very marrow in its mis-shapen bones, that any system that would do to a man what it did to me is based on stupid bungling! The war—Holcomb, you were in that, you know it was the most useless piece of imperialism the System has ever seen.”


  He was staring intently into my face. I did him the favor of keeping my expression blank, but if he expected me to nod, he was going to wait a long time. I couldn’t help thinking of Mort Weidmann. Mort left an arm on Mars; he wasn’t bitter about that, and he didn’t think it had been a useless war. It had been the Marties for System bosses or us, and they wouldn’t have been gentle overlords.


  But Thorsten was going on, and now he’d gotten to the part I wanted to know.


  “There’s got to be a change, Holcomb. Humanity isn’t fit to go out to the stars the way it is. It’s not ready for the hyper-spatial drive.


  “It’s not going to get it.”


  I was beginning to understand. Most important, I could finally understand what was wrong with Thorsten. I could see the Messiah complex building up in front of my eyes. The laugh—the easy, chuckling, self-assured laugh—the laugh of a man who was never wrong, and knew it.


  “I’ve got the drive, Holcomb, and I’m going to use it. I’ll be the standard-bearer of the human race among the stars. There won’t be any fumbling and bumbling—no bureaucrats, Holcomb, no splinter groups, no special interests, no lobbies.”


  The dream was like a banner in his eyes.


  “Nobody but you, right?” I said.


  “Right!” the palm went down on the table again. The wine was beginning to loosen him up. His voice was losing the first fine edge of control.


  And I finally understood about Pat. She was looking at Thorsten, and the same dream was plain on her face. That was all she saw—that, and the man. She couldn’t see the gray rockets bellowing above the burning cities.


  “Have you got the drive?”


  “Damn right! Those technicians I lifted from Titan are working on your ship now. Then a test flight, and after that, a whole fleet—my fleet, equipped with the drive and ready for the jump.


  “There’s a planet out there, Holcomb. The Titan Project found it. A planet, Holcomb! Earth-type! Do you think I’d let those idiots on Earth have it!”


  That locked it up. He was completely paranoid.


  Pat was still looking at him, lost in the dream. She couldn’t be bought, and she couldn’t be taken. But she could be in love. Maybe, as a man, I stacked higher up with her than Thorsten did—but I couldn’t rival the Dream.


  “Seems to me a thing like that will take more supplies than generations of intercepting freight would give you. Where’ll you get your equipment?” I asked.


  I’d timed it right. A lot of Burgundy had gone down, followed by Sauterne and Chablis.


  “That’s where my Martian—friends come in,” he said. Pat leaned forward. This was a part she’d never heard before, an answer to a question nobody but an old hand at expeditionary forces would ask.


  “The Marties think they’re going to get the System back, some day.” He laughed. “They’ve been trying to persuade me to help them for a long time, now. Well, I’m going to. After my fleet has the drive. We’ll invade Earth, then. The TSN won’t be able to stand up to us—not when torps start coming out of nowhere. Picture it—all of Earth, busy fighting us off, all its attention on the invasion, and on nothing else. Then, when the fighting’s going nicely, my men and I will raid a few choice supply dumps I’ve had spotted for a long time. We’ll load up on equipment and supplies, and take off, leaving some badly disconcerted Marties to finish their little revolt any way they want to—with no Earth for them to conquer!”


  “What?” It ripped out of me. Pat was sitting there, her mouth open too, the same stunned question written on her face.


  Thorsten laughed his omnipotent laugh again.


  “Certainly! Didn’t you know, Holcomb? Ordinarily, of course, a hyperspatial ship will take off from a planet on standard atomic drive, and cut to her hyperspatial engines when it’s, out in deep space. But it’s possible to take off directly into hyperspace—the only trouble being that the warp changes a hundred cubic miles of adjacent mass to C-T matter.”


  “Seetee! You mean contraterrene?” That was Pat, tense-faced.


  I couldn’t say anything. I sat there, staring at Thorsten—calm, laughing, deliberate bringer of death to a world and its billions.


  Because C-T atoms, in contact with normal matter, reacted violently. A hundred cubic miles, detonating instantaneously, would leave a ring of dust where Earth and Moon now swung.


  “There will be no cancer of humanity in space!” Thorsten declared.


  I jumped for him.


  One slug caught my shoulder. The other plowed through the muscles of my back. I lay bleeding among the broken glass and dishes on the table. Thorsten swung a rabbit punch at my head, and laughed.


  VIII


  The cell was small, dark, and damp. There were stitches across my back, under tape, and a traction splint and bandages on my shoulder. Let’s forget pain. Pain . . . Let’s forget it! Forget it!


  I lay on my belly. I’d been on my belly for most of a week. And for most of a week, I’d thought of how it would be to dig my fingernails into my side, rip loose the phony skin over my ribs, and fire that one shot into Thorsten’s guts.


  All I needed was a chance. Here in the cell, in a corridor somewhere, alone with him, surrounded by his men, chance of life or no—that wasn’t what counted. I wasn’t sane myself, anymore. There were two people in the Universe—Thorsten and me—and room for one!


  A chance. Lord God, a chance!


  But all I had was dampness and darkness.


  I was fed twice a day—or something like it. It was almost time for my next meal, but that wasn’t the important time. It was the helpless week behind me, the week in which Thorsten’s kidnaped technicians had had time to assemble the ship’s engines. The test flight was due, and after that the production of engines for the other ships in Thorsten’s fleet. If I was going to do anything, I had to do it now.


  I dragged myself up the side of the cell, leaving meat from my fingers on the rough stone. I staggered over to the wall beside the door and waited.


  Time went by—hours or minutes—and a sound of feet came down the tunnel leading to my cell.


  I couldn’t use my back muscles, but I tensed them now, feeling stitches give way.


  Tumblers clicked, and the door was opened.


  I kicked it shut and sprang, wrapping my hands around a dimly seen throat, a thin and soft neck.


  “Ash!” Pat’s voice was half-choked under my grip.


  “Pat!” I opened my hands, and she stumbled free. But not for long, because an instant later she was pressed against me again, her mouth over mine.


  We stood together in the darkness and in hunger. Finally, she moved her lips away.


  “Ash, Ash, you can stand!” She was sobbing with relief.


  “Yeah—I’m on my feet.”


  “Can you fight?”


  “Nothing bigger than you,” I said. “What’s going on?”


  “He’s crazy, Ash. That plan of his—I’d never heard it before. All he told me was that he was going to take humanity out to the stars—he said he didn’t trust Earth government to do it.”


  “Yeah. I know. For that dream, I would have done what you did, too.”


  “I didn’t love him, Ash. He—I don’t know, he was his dream, somehow, and in spite of it all, he was a better, stronger man than anyone I ever knew. Except you, Ash.”


  That was good enough. That was good enough to give her everything I had or could get. And that made my spot even worse. It wasn’t just she that was going to get hurt—but she was the most important one of them all.


  I couldn’t even stay with her, here in the cell.


  But she knew that too, and there was more to her coming here than that.


  “Ash—they’ve finished assembling the drive in your ship. They’ve finished repairs on her bow, too. They’re going to run the tests in a few hours. Everybody’s sleeping, except for the maintenance crew, and they’re scattered through the base. Ash—I think we can get out of here. If we don’t run into any guards, we can make it to the airlock. There’ll be a few suits in a locker, there. We can make a run for the ship.” Her voice was urgent, and full of hope, and bitterness for the desertion of a dream—a sick, tainted dream, but her dream for so many years at Thorsten’s side.


  And I knew, for the first time in weeks, that Earth had a chance. I knew, too, that Pat and I . . .


  I could have kissed her then. But I had to be a damned fool. I didn’t.


  The tunnels and corridors were empty. The machine shops and storage rooms were dark, and the doors to the bunkrooms were closed. We reached the airlock.


  All I had to do now was to get into a spacesuit and open the lock. The ship lay beyond it.


  Then I heard Harry’s laugh!


  He stood behind us, holding a slim handgun.


  “Running out, people?” he asked. “Bribing that orderly wasn’t bright, Pat. He not only gets to keep his money, but he gets a promotion from me. That’s the way I operate—that’s my justice.”


  Pat and I had turned half-way around, watching him carefully.


  “Justice!” Pat flared. “Worry some more about Earth. Worry about the Universe. Teach them your justice!”


  Again the laughter. “I will, Pat.”


  But the laughter broke.


  “Pat—you’re my wife. You know my dream—you shared it. Why did you do it?”


  “Yes, she knows your sick dream, Harry,” I said.


  “Shut up, Ash;” he said quietly. “Don’t die with your mouth open.”


  He fired, but I was on the floor of the tunnel.


  “Ash!” That was Pat’s voice, but I was rolling, and tearing at my side.


  “Get back, Pat!” Thorsten shouted. I was up on my knees, the singleshot gun in my hand. I charged forward.


  He brought up his gun. The noise had awakened everybody in hearing distance. Doors were opening, men were running.


  I pointed the slim tube at his belly and jammed my thumb down on the firing stud.


  He screamed, cupping his hand over the smoking hole I had punched in his stomach. His knees bent, and he sank backwards, toppling, finally, as he lost his balance. He opened his mouth, choking, and blood welled over his chin.


  One last shred of laughter bubbled up through his throat.


  And someone, down at the other end of the tunnel, fired at us. He missed me as I crouched over Thorsten’s body.


  “Ash—”


  I had Thorsten’s gun in my hand, but I didn’t fire back. I spun around, and looked at Pat, brushed back against the tunnel wall.


  “Pat!”


  She slid down the wall, and huddled on the floor.


  “Pat!” I bent down beside her. It was bad.


  Her voice was thick. “How long have I got?”


  “Five minutes—maybe ten.” I knew I was lying. It was less.


  “Ash . . . you heard what he said. I was in a Wasp unit. Space was my dream, too. Always.”


  I wanted to tell her I knew, now—knew a lot of things. But there was no use in holding a dying woman, kissing her, and caressing her tumbled hair for one last time. No use at all, when a world depended on not taking time for those things.


  I put Thorsten’s gun in her hand. “Gan you still shoot, Pat?”


  Her fingers tightened on the butt, and her eyes met mine just once more before she turned her head.


  She was a beauty to watch. Sprawled on the tunnel floor, not looking at anything but targets over the notch of her sights, calm and skilled while she covered my retreat as her heartbeats slowed. She cauterized the tunnel, weaving a fan of death that marched down the corridor, encompassing and moving beyond huddled and broken men.


  I clamped on my suit helmet and spun the airlock controls. I snapped one quick look back at her. Then the airlock hatch thudded shut behind me. In a moment, I was on the surface of the Asteroid and running for the ship.


  IX


  Earth lies ahead of me, green and safe. The muted atomics behind me have brought me back from beyond Venus, where the split-second jump into hyperspace threw me.


  Let Mort Weidmann have his farther stars—or anyone else who cares to try. I’ve had all I want from the new drive.


  I gave Pat a funeral pyre. And. now the lonely Asteroids have a star of their own.


  Home is the Spaceman


  George O. Smith


  Enright was coming home, which should have been good, since he was the first Earthman ever to go faster than light. But when he’d been gone eighteen months in a ship that was supplied for only fen days, the authorities were just a trifle curious. . . .


  Test Pilot Billy Enright looked down at the Earth so far below and decided that home had never looked so good to any man. He and his experimental spacecraft had exceeded the speed of light, he had crossed the monstrous, gulf between stars, and for eighteen months Billy Enright had walked upon the earth-like planet of another star. He had driven faster, gone farther, and stayed away longer than any other human, and now he was happy to be arrowing down towards Mother Earth and home.


  Mingled excitement and joy tickled his stomach. There would be one royal explosion when he called in for landing instructions; he was going to create as much fuss as Tom Sawyer had caused a couple of hundred years ago when he and his boys turned up at their own funeral services. For Billy Enright had been overdue for eighteen months on a flight-plan calling for a twelve-hour program. He had probably been listed as “Missing” for more than sixteen of the eighteen months.


  It would be more dramatic if he just barrelled down unannounced and walked in to the commandant’s office with an air of unconcern. But on the other hand, the story he had to tell about his flight and the explanation of his overdue return wanted a large audience whose minds had already recovered from the first shock. So instead of letting shock pile upon shock, Billy Enright flipped the radio on and called:


  “Interstellar Spacecraft One calling Mojave Base. I. S.-1 calling Mojave. Test Pilot Enright requesting landing instructions. I. S.-1 over.”


  Forty seconds later—Enright was still so far from Earth that the radio waves took twenty seconds to travel in each direction—his receiver chattered into life and an excited voice spluttered, “Billy Enright—where the—er—Mojave Operations to I. S.-1. Look, Enright—we—My God!”


  There was an abrupt click and another, calmer voice took over. “Captain Enright from Mojave. Commodore Hogan here. Are you all right? Any distress? Hogan over.”


  Enright snapped the “talk” button and said: “Enright to Commodore Hogan. Good morning, Commodore. I am not in distress. I am in more than fine shape and glad to be coming in. Please slip me the landing instructions so that I can kiss Mother Earth softly and gently and walk away, from my ship, will you? Also will you please notify my parents that I am all in one healthy piece and that I will be seeing them as soon as I can? Enright over.”


  Billy Enright spent the next forty seconds wondering what kind of a stew was going on down at Base. He made a mental bet that there were wires burning and tables being pounded.


  Commodore Hogan’s voice came back. “Mojave to I. S.-1. You will land on Runway Nine. Ceiling and visibility unlimited. Wind Northeast at four miles. Barometer twenty-nine point seven. Traffic: Luna Three taking off, one Orbital Station Shuttle in flight pattern. All other traffic being held. You will land, Captain Enright, and then you will seal your spacecraft for investigation and inventory. You will not log in at Operations, but present yourself to the Officer of the Day to deliver your report and explanations. You will not converse with anyone or discuss your—ah, adventures, until you have been granted permission. Confirm this, Captain Enright. Hogan over.”


  Billy grabbed the microphone and snapped, “Enright to Base. Look, Commodore, I confirm the landing instructions and will comply with the personal orders, but aren’t you overlooking the fact that an experimental mission, undertaken with calculated risk, with success highly controversial, cannot be subject to strict timetable? You sound as though I’m being charged with awol.” Enright pronounced the initial letters as a word.


  The reply came, as formal as before. “Mojave to Enright. There has been no formal charge of being absent without official leave logged against you, Captain Enright. All official action will be held in abeyance until your account has been reviewed by the Court of Inquiry, which will convene upon your arrival. Mojave Operations, Commodore Hogan in command, over and off!”


  Billy Enright grunted. Commodore Hogan was a boiled collar and if he wanted to play this game as though he had caught one of his men buzzing a State Capitol Building instead of being delayed on a mission across the galaxy by half-a-hundred light years, then he, Billy Enright, was more than willing to go along.


  Enright set the interstellar spacecraft down on the runway without a bump and rode the brakes to a stop. With a resentful flourish he parked his hat at an angle on his skull, ironed his cheerful features into a mirthless stoneface, and left his ship. He sealed the spacelock carefully. Then he dropped to the concrete parking block and waited for the official spaceport car to come along the taxiway for him.


  The driver greeted him with a grin. “Glad to see you back, Captain.” He held out a hand which Enright shook firmly. “How was it—out There?”


  The other man in the car frowned and snapped, “Captain Enright, do not answer! Mister Forrester, you will open and show me your right hand!”


  Enright grunted. He knew the other man and so he said, “Look, Tom, I’m not playing any games. Or should I address you as Executive Horne? I did not pass Ed Forrester any notes, data, or pictures. I was merely shaking hands.”


  “We’re all under orders,” said Horne. “And your orders are to say nothing to anybody. Even me.”


  “Call me Captain Clam,” said Billy Enright. “Is there any ruling against you passing me a cigarette?”


  “Er—Mister Forrester, you will witness this. I have been asked for a cigarette. I am going to comply. However, you will note carefully that Captain Enright did light this cigarette and smoke it, thus burning its. contents and obviating any possible exchange of information from me to him. Agreed?”


  Enright blurted: “What the hell am I, a prisoner of war?”


  “No comment. Please follow your orders,” said Executive Horne. He did hold out a lighter for Enright, who puffed deeply with appreciation. The car delivered-them to the Administration Building of Mojave Spaceport by the time Enright finished his smoke. He snubbed the butt carefully and handed it to the driver, along with a small pile of gray ash. “Preserve these remains, Mister Forrester. At least until I have been paroled. Affirmed, Executive Horne?”


  “Affirmed. Now, come along, Captain.”


  He led Billy Enright into the building and upstairs, along a corridor and into a large conference room. Enright looked at a long table, around which were most of the big gold braid of Mojave Spaceport, a couple of space admirals from his project—Operation Interstellar—and three men in conservative business dress. The man at the head of the table was Space Admiral Meldrum, who had been the first man to set a foot on the Moon some forty years ago.


  “Gentlemen, this is Captain William Enright, test pilot of the Interstellar Spacecraft One, Operation Interstellar. Captain Enright, the Board of Inquiry.” The admiral named them around the table. The only one Billy knew was Commodore Hogan; the rest he only recognized by name, other than the top brass of his own project. He nodded affably, then Billy frowned and asked:


  “This looks formidably formal, sir. Am I to be represented by someone appointed in my favor?”


  Admiral Meldrum shook his head. “This is no Court Military,” he said. “This is a Court of Inquiry. You would have faced this court if you had returned home on schedule, to deliver your report. There have been no charges made formally. If your explanation is adequate, there will be none. This meeting will be informal. If you can show just cause for returning eighteen months late from a twelve-hour mission, no charges will be made. Now, Captain Enright, please deliver your report, beginning at the beginning?”


  “Certainly. At 1200 hours, on 4 March 2014, I took off from the Earth in the first spacecraft capable of driving faster than the velocity of light. I—”


  “One moment, Captain,” asked one of the men in civilian dress. Enright blinked and saw that the man’s name was Harness. E.D. Harness, Senator, Chairman of the Committee on Special Affairs and so forth. Enright nodded, and the senator went on: “My scientific knowledge is sketchy. I was taught that nothing can exceed the speed of light.”


  “You were taught prior to Bergenholm’s discovery of the nullification of mass,” smiled Enright. “Mass increase’s, in accordance with Einstein’s equations, as the velocity approaches the speed of light, so that the mass becomes infinite when the velocity of light is reached. But When mass is nullified, or reduced to zero—” Billy Enright spread his hands amusedly, “—you can multiply it all night and a hundred billion times zero is still zero.”


  “And the drive?”


  “A standard reaction motor of the rocket type. Since the ship’s mass is zero, its inertia is also zero and therefore the thrusting force of an infant can move zero mass and inertia if need be.”


  Senator Harness nodded. “Then with any kind of reaction thrust you could achieve infinite velocity because the mass and inertia are zero?”


  “If we were passing through a completely unresisting medium, what you say would be true. But even the deepest part of interstellar space still contains a good many atoms per cubic centimeter. We found this almost-perfect vacuum a resisting medium to a spacecraft going faster than light.”


  “And so what was your estimated velocity?”


  “About sixty-three light years per hour,” replied Billy Enright.


  The senator nodded as though he were satisfied, but he asked one more question: “Captain Enright, do you know the main purpose of your mission?”


  “Certainly. Until the discovery of the faster than light drive, mankind was forever trapped on the Earth. One by one we have landed on. the several planets and their satellites only to find them hopelessly airless, poisonous of atmosphere, utterly cold and inhospitable, or deadly to human life in other ways. The explosive increase of Earth’s population made it necessary to find another frontier, another hope for colonization and expansion. The massless space drive offered this hope to us. My mission was to test the drive, to test the crossing of interstellar space, and if at all possible return with some tale of hope.”


  Commodore Hogan grunted. “Must have been some sweet paradise you found, Captain Enright.”


  Admiral Meldrum rapped the gavel on the table. “Please. No personalities, Commodore. Why do you take that sarcastic tone? Captain Enright may have good reason for his delay, you know.”


  The commodore grunted again, “The I. S.-1 was stocked with only enough food, water, and air for a trip of ten days’ duration. I ask you all, how did Captain Enright sustain himself for an eighteen-month jaunt? Unless, of course, he landed and made himself at home for a year and a half. Or, he may be able to explain all about subjective and objective time!” he snapped, whirling back to face Billy Enright.


  The young spaceman shrugged. “No,” he said. “The Einstein Equation of time versus velocity is also obviated when mass is reduced to zero. No, Commander Hogan, I did not get involved with this at all.”


  “You made no stop for repairs, no delay because of technical difficulties?”


  “No.”


  “Captain Enright, please outline your orders carefully.”


  Billy Enright cleared his throat and took a sip of water. “At 1200 hours I was to take off, heading for a small, insignificant Type G-Zero dwarf in Hercules, the exact coordinates I’ve forgotten for the moment. This star was selected over the more familiar celestial objects because it was closest, to the Sun in size and radiation, and therefore many believed that it was most likely to have a set of planets similar to the planets of Sol. I was to test the drive and make observations on the process of exceeding the velocity of light, recording them. I was to approach this star—”


  “Sixty light years distant?” interrupted Commodore Hogan.


  “Yes.”


  “An hour’s trip each way,” said the commodore pointedly.


  “—I was to ascertain if this star had any planets, and if so, whether there was one at about ninety million miles from the luminary. If this was so, I was to approach and attempt to land. Then contingent upon the success of the previous set of ‘ifs’ I was to tackle the following. I was to take samples of the air and the water and the ground. I was to measure the temperature. I was to dig up a plant or two and I was to see if I could catch a small animal alive. I was to remain on that hypothetical planet for no longer than six hours. Then I was to take off and return to Earth.”


  “I see. And in the case of emergency, either there or en route?”


  “I was to turn immediately and return to Earth.”


  “And you did not.”


  “Commodore, may I point out that mine was a mission of rather extraordinary nature? I was a volunteer. Willingly I put myself in a position that no other man had ever been in before, I went into the Deep Unknown, across the limitless depths of galactic space, and my return was subject to considerable doubt. Now, the fact that I have returned at all is in itself a statement of success, even though I may have been delayed.”


  “I am sorry, Captain Enright. But your statements have not yet given us one reason for your delay. In fact, everything you have said indicates that you could, at any time in the past eighteen months, have returned. Instead, you seem to have deliberately remained out of touch with the people who entrusted you to perform a difficult mission.”


  Billy Enright drawled, “Well, not exactly, Commodore. I did send an explanatory message, but that was in deep space and I am afraid that the radio waves will not reach the Earth for about fifteen years more.”


  Commodore Hogan faced Admiral Meldrum. “I consider this to be rank insolence and insubordination. This man was entrusted with a billion-dollar spacecraft, the first and so far the only one of its kind. It took five years of hard work to build it and another three years to fit it out for its maiden trip. This Captain Enright went out with the hopes and prayers of all mankind, but instead of following orders he apparently went galivanting all over the galaxy. I presume that his idea was that his very return would cause us to forget his absence for a year and a half. I—” Commodore Hogan whirled and faced Billy Enright. “Captain,” he asked acidly, “did you take off as ordered?”


  “I did.”


  “And you did go into deep space on course?”


  “I did.”


  “And you approached this star, found this hoped-for planet, landed, and—er—then was captured by some tribe of savages who kept you prisoner?”


  “Hardly. I did not reach my destination star and so I still do not know whether it has any planets.”


  “You were unavoidably detained?”


  “You can put it that way.”


  “Suppose you tell us in what manner, before I ask that a formal charge of absent without official leave, be logged against you.”


  Captain Enright nodded. “I took off under normal rocket take-off procedure, dropping my first stage after nine minutes. At the start of the second stage, the mass-nullifying field was turned on, which brought my velocity up to the estimated constant velocity of sixty-three light years per hour. Once my velocity reached its constant, I turned off the reaction motor to conserve fuel for my return, leaving only the tiniest trickle of power running from an auxiliary rocket to maintain speed. I made observations and recorded them as directed.


  “Then,” said Billy Enright, “when I was out about fifteen minutes, I caught sight of a teardrop shaped spacecraft closing in from one side and catching up from behind. It was painted in bright enamel in panels. From the pointed tail there came a faint halo of pale blue light. It caught up with me as though I were standing still, and as it came alongside, a bright green searchlight stabbed out and swept along my hull, stopping near my astrodome.


  “Then to my complete shock and dismay I heard a gruff voice snap: ‘Pall ’er over to one side, Buster!’


  “Wondering what to do, and how he could talk to me, I blubbered, ‘Huh?’


  “He said, ‘Just pull her over and don’t give me that huh stuff.’


  “I told him, ‘But we’re in free flight. I can’t.’


  “At this point he swore in an unintelligible voice and the green searchlight turned to bright red. It must have been a tractor beam because he started hauling and I could see the stars spinning and I could feel a definite deceleration forward that almost pulled me out of the astrodome and into space itself. Then there was a metallic clink and in another half minute a tall man in polished leather came in and waved me back to the pilot’s chair.


  “ ‘Realize you were doing sixty?’


  “ ‘Sixty?’


  “ ‘Sixty light years per hour in a forty light one. Let’s see your license!’


  “ ‘License?’ I asked blankly.


  “He pulled out a pad and started to scribble. ‘Sixty lights in a forty light zone and driving without a license. Boy, oh boy! Say! What kind of a crate is this anyway?’


  “ ‘It’s a standard reaction drive with mass nullifiers.’


  “His eyes gleamed brighter. ‘You know that free flight is just plain coasting?’


  “ ‘Of course,’ I said angrily.


  “ ‘Spacecraft running out of control,” he said, scribbling some more.


  “ ‘But you can’t do this to me,’ I cried.


  “The gleam in his eyes grew hard and scornful. ‘Suppose you’re the best pal of the Sector Senator, play knolla with the Commissioner of Spacelanes, and will get me patrolling a beat along the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, huh?’ He looked down at his pad and grunted again. ‘Better come with me,’ he said sourly. ‘We couldn’t accept your bail, with no known address and not wearing a license. Boy, you’ve had it!’ ”


  Captain Billy Enright took a deep breath and grinned. “No, gentlemen, my delay was legal, not technical. They slipped me eighteen months, by the time they’d finished adding up the charges. I was not gallivanting, I was doing time at what they please to call ‘Educational Labor.’ ”


  Everybody looked a bit slack-jawed. Commodore Hogan leaped in front of Billy Enright and waved a finger under his nose.


  “Of all of the incredibly fantastic—” his voice failed. He took charge of himself. “You sent a radio message?” he asked calmly.


  “Yes. The whole thing is coming in via radio.”


  “And you expect us to swallow this bucket of foul fish unsupported for the next fifteen years? I suggest that you spend the intervening time in jail so we’ll know where to send our apologies.”


  “Won’t be necessary,” smiled Billy Enright. “I’ve proof here.” He dipped into his hip pocket and took out a small plastic folder. He flipped it open to display an ornate metal shield that glowed with some inner light completely beyond Earth science. He showed it around the conference table and then said, “Gentlemen, what they call ‘Educational Labor’ means just that. Due to my incarceration for eighteen months, I have qualified for the position of Sector Patrolman. And so help me, the first man that tries deep space without qualifying for a license gets heaved into the clink. And whether or not this Human Race is going to be permitted to colonize our nearer stars depends only upon how fast we cotton to the idea of becoming a junior member of the Galactic Council.


  “Good day, gentlemen.”


  Sector Patrolman Billy Enright walked out of the Board amid a stunned silence. Home had never looked so good.


  Picnic


  Milton Lesser


  Burt was tired of taking his family out to the asteroids for a picnic every week-end. But with a wife and two spoiled brats to goad him into the regular routine, what could a man do? Only, as it turned out, this particular picnic wasn’t quite regular routine!


  Burt reached out for the stud that would fire the fore-rockets, but a small white hand already rested on the button.


  “Let me, Daddy. You promised—”


  When he wanted something, Johnny’s voice took on that wailing quality. He wanted something now; Burt had promised him that he could land the ship.


  “Okay,” Burt said. “Press it—now. Now!”


  Johnny took his hand off the stud. “Don’t holler at me,” he told his father severely.


  Burt swore under his breath and jammed down on the stud. A red light overhead winked on and off furiously, and he knew that if he had waited another moment they would have plowed into the asteriod like a battering ram into a tub of soft butter.


  “Marcia, oh Marcia!” he turned and called over his shoulder to his wife.


  She stuck her head in through the galley door. “Dear,” she said, “let me make these sandwiches, will you? I don’t tell you how to pilot the ship, but I’ll never get this lunch all packed unless you let me alone.”


  Burt scowled. “That’s the general idea. I want to be let alone, too. So if you’ll just take your darling little son the devil out of here—”


  “Why, Burt Rogers! Johnny’s only eight, and he’s quite harmless. If I had known ten years ago that you didn’t like children—” Burt shook his head. “Joan’s fine. Joan is two years younger than Johnny, but she doesn’t bother anyone. She just sits in the galley and—”


  “Hah!” Marcia snorted. “She sits in the galley and digs her arms into the mayonnaise tub up to the elbows, that’s all.”


  “Well, then they’re both brats.”


  “Burt!”


  “They are, and it’s your fault, Marcia. You always say let the children express themselves, we can’t frustrate them or cut them short in any way—so look what happens.”


  “You look what happens,” Marcia declared dramatically. “If we don’t pull out of the dive in a couple of seconds, we’ll splatter all over that planetoid.”


  “Let me land it, let me land it!” wailed Johnny.


  Burt spun to the controls, and his fingers flicked rapidly over the buttons. He was sweating when he brought the ship down with a none-too-gentle dump. He heard Joan’s whimper from inside the galley, and Marcia began to tell him what a lousy pilot he was. Johnny was playing cops and robbers with the topography through the foreport.


  “This,” Burt said, “is the last weekend picnic for me. Definitely the last.”


  Marcia opened her mouth to say something, but Burt cut her off. “I don’t want to hear any more about it. You’ll just have to find another way for the kids to express themselves . . .”


  They usually found an asteroid with a weird terrain, and just looking at it through the portable bubble-sphere kept the kids pretty busy. This time, however, things were different. The asteriod was only twenty miles in diameter, yet it had an atmosphere of oxygen and inert gases, and it was comfortably, warm. No bubble-sphere this time to keep the kids hemmed in—and Johnny and Joan would be roving all over the uncharted surface.


  Burt shuddered, What, a job he’d have today. But then, this was the last time; they could talk themselves blue in the face and plead, but this was the last time . . . And maybe there’d be life, since there was air and warmth. But that was silly: a body this size would not have life, and even if Johnny took advantage of the low gravity and jumped thirty feet in the air, he wouldn’t get hurt—he’d float down gently as a feather.


  Marcia pouted as she spread the table-cloth out on a flat expanse of rock. Burt put his hand on her shoulder, but she pulled away from him. “Brats, eh?” she muttered.


  “Well, maybe I didn’t mean it that way. But you just name me another father at Marsport who takes his family up in a spaceship every Sunday to go picnicking. And a different asteroid each week. Ed Jones sits on his fanny all weekend, and Tom Ferris spends Saturday night in the gambling joints so he’s dead on his feet Sunday and can hardly stay awake during the church services.”


  Marcia took his hand and placed it back on her shoulder. “Okay, dear—you’re wonderful. But that doesn’t give you permission to call my children ‘brats’.”


  Burt smiled. “My children, too. And, well—if they’re not brats, we’ve certainly spoiled them . . .”


  Johnny’s voice cut through the thin air. “Pop. Hey, pop. C’mere!”


  Burt got up, laughing. “So that’s how you teach your kids to call their old man, eh?”


  Burt walked toward the incredibly close horizon. You could see the curvature of the tiny planet quite distinctly, and in a tight circle all around them the pale blue sky came down and met the jumble of rocks and crystal which was the surface of the asteroid. Johnny had called from someplace beyond the horizon, and as he walked, Burt heard him again: “You deaf, pop?


  C’mere!”


  Johnny was standing, little hands on little hips, near a mound of dull metal. No, it wasn’t a mound—it was battered and twisted and rusted, but the tear-drop shape was unmistakable. A spaceship . . .


  Burt found the ancient airlock and pushed through the rusted door. He looked at the control panel. “It’s an old Havelock,” he muttered. “I’ll be damned. They haven’t made these in twenty years.”


  He went outside again, where Johnny still stood.


  “Pretty nifty, eh pop?” the boy said.


  Burt called: “Marcia! Hey, Marcia. C’mere!”


  Leading Joan by her hand, Marcia reached them in a few minutes. “Don’t wonder why Johnny called you like that, Burt Rogers. Just don’t you wonder at all. He’s a chip off the old block, that’s what he is.”


  Joan said, “Mama, what’s a chip off the old block?”


  “Later, dear, later. What’s on your mind, Burt?”


  He gestured. “This—”


  Marcia stared. “Why, it’s—it’s a spaceship!”


  “It is,” Johnny nodded. “An old Havelock Cruiser. And I found it.”


  “But these people must have crashed here years ago.”


  “Yeah. Look, Marcia, you better take the kids away while I look for the remains. Got to find them and report to the police at Marsport when we get back, but there’s no reason why the kids have to see.”


  Marcia took Johnny’s hand in one of her own and Joan’s in the other, and he walked away with them beyond the close horizon. “Okay, Burt,” she called back. “You can start looking.”


  Burt did not like the task ahead of him, but with general space travel still less than half a century old, lost ships were no rarity, and he considered himself morally obligated to find the bodies. He was back in the Havelock now, and it was a small ship. He covered it in five minutes, and he scratched his head. No one . . . there were all the signs of occupation, but no one was around. Dishes for three were set on the plastalloy table, with a blubbery green mass on. each plate, billowing over on to the table. That meant that there had been food on those dishes when, quite suddenly, the three people had disappeared. It also meant that bacteria, at least, flourished on this asteroid. And—what else? Why had the three people disappeared, why had they vanished utterly with a meal waiting for them on the table—


  “Burt! Burt!” It was Marcia, and she was screaming.


  Burt poked his head outside the broken airlock. Marcia was running toward the Havelock. “Burt—get out. To me, quick!”


  Burt looked up. Toward the other horizon was a slight hill, not a very high one, but enough for Marcia to have seen it from beyond the horizon. And rolling down that hill now, gathering speed as it came, was a massive boulder.


  Heading straight for the Havelock—


  Burt scrambled up out of the airlock, cursing when his trousers caught on an edge of rusted metal. He tugged at them and heard them rip. Then he was clear and running toward Marcia.


  With a great grinding crashing sound the rock plowed into the Havelock, smashing it and crushing the half-corroded metal flat. Burt looked back at a big cloud of dust, and when it cleared, the Havelock looked like so much scrap. If he had been inside he would have been crushed to a pulp. Less than a pulp, they never would have found him.


  “Burt! Burt—” Marcia was sobbing against his chest. “Of all the freak accidents—”


  “Uh-uh.” He shook his head as they walked back to the broken remains of the Havelock. “That was no accident.”


  He pointed to the little hill. “That hasn’t got a slope of more than ten degrees, honey. It couldn’t have been an accident. The rock never could have gathered so much momentum on that hill.”


  “Not an accident?”


  “No. Someone—something—pushed that rock.”


  The boulder was unmoving now, fifty yards from the scrap heap which had been the Havelock Cruiser.


  Marcia said, “Someone pushed that? It’s as big as the ship, Burt. It weighs five tons if it weighs an ounce. Maybe in this slight gravity—”


  Burt shook his head. “Even that wouldn’t account for it. That rock was pushed.”


  Marcia clung to him, shuddering. “Burt, let’s get the children and leave this place!”


  He nodded, and he was about to call Johnny, when something bounded high into the air over the horizon, then floated down, gently. “Johnny!” Marcia cried.


  “He’s detached his equalizer,” Burt said. “That crazy kid—” Each of them had one of the little gravity equalizers at his belt. It was a clever invention: you wore it in space flight, and you never became weightless as space-travelers did in the old days. And you wore it on any planet, creating earth-norm gravity. Now Johnny had detached his, and he weighed no more than couple of pounds here on the tiny asteroid.


  Something else bounded high into the air, came floating down. Johnny called: “Lookit us. We’re birds, that’s what we are. We’re birds!”


  Burt knew that Johnny had removed Joan’s equalizer as well. Two forms came bouncing toward them over the wild terrain. “Just press the button to the left,” Burt pleaded. “Press it to the left like a good boy, Johnny. You do it and we’ll give you a present.”


  “Naa. This is fun. You try and get me.”


  But Joan was crying, and she did not know what to do. Every time she landed, she tried to take a step forward and she soared high into the air again. Closer bounded the two figures, and Johnny soared right by, almost near enough to touch. Burt dove for him, and came up clutching air. Johnny bounded away again, and, calling threats and taunts behind him, he disappeared over the hill, in the direction from which the boulder had come.


  Marcia had been luckier. She held Joan by one arm now, readjusting the equalizer with her free hand. Joan sat down, crying. “I have Joan,” Marcia told her husband. “You go and get Johnny, Burt. Get him—quick. I don’t like this place.”


  Burt didn’t like it, either. Something had pushed that rock.


  Marcia screamed. “Burt—look.”


  The rocks and rubble near the remains of the Havelock were rumbling and grinding. Burt heard a great cracking sound, like a huge dead branch breaking. The ground near the Havelock trembled and the shock of it reached them. Burt sat down hard, and he saw Joan and Marcia fall in a heap.


  He tried to get up, but he couldn’t; the ground was still trembling. A crack appeared near the Havelock, and it crawled along the ground slowly, crookedly. It crawled at a snail’s pace, less than a snail’s pace—“-but it moved. And it grew. It was as wide as Burt’s arm. Wider. It grew.


  Suddenly, it gaped wide, and the grinding and rumbling was louder. It opened into a cavernous maw—right under the Havelock. For a moment the Havelock stood poised, as if on air—and then the battered, flattened ship disappeared within the hole; clattering against the walls as it fell.


  The ground shuddered again, violently; the hole became a crack, closing in upon itself. It disappeared altogether, and only the rough terrain remained.


  But the Havelock was gone.


  Marcia stood up. “An earthquake?” She trembled.


  “On a planetoid twenty miles in diameter? Don’t be silly. You’d need an unstable interior for an earthquake—and this little globe cooled and stabilized long ago.”


  “Yes? Then why is it warm?”


  She had him there, and Burt didn’t know. Why was the asteroid warm? If he knew the answer to that, he might know the answer to a lot of things.


  “This is stupid, Burt. Let’s stop talking and find Johnny. He could be half way around the asteroid by now, or more.”


  Burt shook his head. “We can’t all go and look. Joan would delay us. You stay, here with her, Marcia—or, better still, get back to the ship with her and stay inside. I’ll find Johnny and bring him back. Then we’ll get the devil out of here.”


  Marcia smiled wanly. “That I’d like. And Burt?”


  “Yeah, kid?”


  “Be careful . . .”


  Burt felt like a kangaroo. Only no earthly kangaroo had ever taken leaps like this. He had flicked the switch of the gravity equalizer over to the right, shutting off the power. Then he had taken off in great leaps, looking for Johnny. His jumps carried him forty or fifty feet in the air, and then he floated down, almost weightless.


  With concentration, he could have avoided those high leaps. He could have propelled himself forward, fifty and sixty feet at a jump, but he did not want to. The horizon was too close, and the only way he could find Johnny was like this. As he reached the apex of each leap, he could see much further than he could on the ground, and he was looking for the boy.


  Once he thought he saw Johnny, a tiny blob way off in the distance, but he came down from his jump too soon, and he could not be sure. He called loudly, and everything else was quiet, and his voice was almost frightening. Soon the ground felt spongy to him, but he shrugged it off. As soon as he landed, he was off again, and it probably was his imagination. Hard rock did not become spongy like this, not suddenly, without warning, with no possible explanation.


  But once he landed hard,” and he rested a moment, panting. He moved his feet and they slopped about, like on a muddy field. He reached down carefully. One wrong move would upset his equilibrium and he’d go shooting off into the air. He touched the ground, and it was wet. He pushed, and he felt his hand sinking in, slowly. Fascinated, he pushed again. His hand disappeared to the wrist.


  Something was trying to suck him down further, and he tugged. He pulled his hand out with a loud slopping sound, and instinctively he jumped away. He soared into the air again, and when he came down, it was only for a moment—just long enough to leap.


  The ground was spongy. And when he was standing there, with his hand immersed to the wrist, the soft spongy stuff had been pulsing, throbbing.


  Almost as if it were alive . . .


  His mind did not tackle the problem further. Ahead he saw Johnny—now it was more than his imagination; Johnny was there, leaping into the air ahead of him.


  Burt reached the apex of his flight, cupped his hands and yelled through them:


  “Johnny! Johnny!”


  “Hi, pop!”


  The voice came back faintly, playfully.


  “Johnny, when you touch ground next time, turn that switch to the left.”


  “Naa—I’m having fun.”


  “When I get you, Johnny . . .”


  “Aw, okay. Kill joy. What a worry wart.”


  Apparently, Johnny had turned on his equalizer. Burt saw him on the ground, waiting, and three big leaps brought him there.


  Now Johnny was crying.


  “What the devil are you crying for? You’ve jumped around enough—”


  “Pop, please. I’m sorry. Get me outa here!”


  Johnny was stuck. He was in the spongy ground, up to his ankles. The stuff sucked around his shins, drawing him down further every second, like quicksand. Burt could feel it pulsing as he landed, but it did not suck him in. With the equalizer off, he weighed much less than Johnny did, and now he was tugging at the boy, pulling at his shoulders, grabbing him under the armpits and tugging, tugging . . .


  Johnny came loose suddenly, and Burt soared with him several feet into the air. On the way. up, he switched the boy’s equalizer off again, and Johnny said:


  “You just told me not to, now you do it yourself. What a pop.” Johnny was spoiled and Johnny was precocious, but Burt thought of neither now. Johnny was nothing more than a little bundle which he had to get back to the spaceship. And then they had to leave, all four of them.


  The spaceship . . . Marcia did not know how to pilot it, she couldn’t lift it off the ground. And the sucking, spongy stuff might engulf the ship, take it down into some unknown womb of the world. They’d be marooned. Marcia and Joan—


  All of them.


  The trip back was a wild one. Burt tucked his son under one arm and leaped. He kept low to the ground this time, skimming its surface, sometimes leaping as much as seventy feet with one bounding stride. With each stride, the ground became more spongy, and Burt realized with a sinking heart that the surface could never hold the spaceship up. It would be the same as if it had plunged through the gaping maw in the hard rock with the Havelock—either way it would be gone.


  Johnny liked the ride, Every time they landed, he would say, “Again, pop. Again!” And wordless, Burt would leap once more.


  Once he jumped high and he thought he saw the spaceship gleaming in the rays of the sun. But that was impossible. It would surely sink.


  And then he came down and he did see it. It was there, on a hard expanse of flat rock, where he had left it. Here the ground seemed normal—


  He heard Marcia’s scream before he saw her. Then she came around the hull of the spaceship, dragging Joan. Screaming again, she fell flat.


  Something whizzed by her head, and even from this distance Burt could see. that it was a rock the size of a watermelon. She got up again, and “she ran forward, but then a whole shower of rocks came after her, smaller this time, two handfuls of egg-sized rocks, thrown by an invisible giant.


  He had to be invisible—Burt could see no one. Yet the rocks were being thrown, somehow. Or—the thought suddenly occurred to Burt—they were throwing themselves. The rocks moved under their own power. It was a wild thought and a crazy one, but it made sense. Every other part of the planetoid was soft and spongy. But here—near the ship—the surface was still hard. And rocks were being thrown. Burt could tell this had been happening for a long time, because the hull of the ship was scarred from the fusilade.


  It was unreasonable to suppose that this tiny area, alone of the entire sphere, could not become spongy. Then there was a reason why it remained hard—and. where there was reason there was sentience. And further, why hadn’t a big stone been thrown, one large enough to crush their Pacemaker as the Havelock had been crushed? There certainly were enough stones around—


  Everything indicated a game. Something was playing with them. They were easy prey, they were dead ducks—but something was having fun with them first. They were goners, they didn’t have a chance, and that something needed the activity and the recreation. It was a sadistic game. Back on earth, some of the kids had stripped the wings off flies, made them hop about dizzily, helplessly, until they tired of the sport. And then they had crushed them . . .


  The planetoid was playing with them!


  Burt called: “Get inside the ship, Marcia! Inside!”


  “I can’t. If I stand still long enough to manipulate the lock, these stones will get me. Burt—”


  “I’m coming!”


  He switched on his equalizer and Johnny’s, and still holding the boy . . . under one arm, he plunged across the rock. Something reached up and tripped him, and he sprawled out flat. He had fallen over a small outcropping of rock—where no outcropping had been before.


  He got up, and then he reached the Pacemaker. He pushed Johnny in front of him, and the boy stood with his sister. Marcia looked up:


  “How are we going to get inside, Burt?”


  “You just open-the lock. Come on, now.”


  She turned her back and went to work on the dials. Burt stood there, Waiting for the stones that would come, hunching himself over, trying to cover the three of then—


  No stones came.


  Instead, he heard an ominous cracking sound, a rumbling . . .


  Off where the spongy ground joined the hard rock a crack appeared. It was small, but it grew. And it moved. It snaked along the ground, slowly, twisting, heading for the ship. Now it was half as wide as Johnny’s body, and now it was wider.


  Burt pushed Marcia away and attacked the lock with clumsy fingers. His hand trembled, but Marcia huddled against the side of the hull, sobbing, and he knew she could not have, handled the dials in time.


  Three around and then four over: damn it, there’s the blue light, but he still needed the white and red. Five around and one over—ah, the white! Two around and six over—red, white, and blue!


  He pushed Johnny and Joan in front of him, then he grabbed Marcia around the waist and hurled her inside. The crack was half as wide as the Pacemaker now, rumbling, churning—and growing.


  He ran to the controls and he kicked the engine over. He felt the ship poise on the brink, as he had seen the Havelock do before it had plunged within a similar hole. He felt the ship totter, and then he fired the studs for all the aft rockets at once. The ship roared once and he was shoved back hard in his seat. Then they hurtled furiously skyward.


  Below them now, the planetoid was a writhing, twisting mass, shooting pulpy tentacles miles into space, groping for them, seeking. But they were out of reach. Burt circled a few times, watching the stone globe which now was a living entity.


  Behind him, Marcia watched too. “It’s—alive,” she said.


  “Yes. Sleeping when we arrived, but it’s alive now. Twenty years ago it ate the people of that Havelock, and then it became sluggish. Evidently it does not need much food, for all its vast bulk. It became sluggish and it slept, and when we landed we stirred it and it finished the job on that Havelock. Then it wanted us . . .”


  “But alive?”


  “Why not?” Burt said. “Part plant, part animal, it’s warm with its own life. It breathes slowly, holding the thin atmosphere to its body, growing plants for photosynthesis when it needs oxygen, a perfectly coordinated being.”


  “So big, Burt. It’s so big.”


  “Sure. On Mars the native life is bigger than on earth. Why?”


  “Why? I don’t know.”


  “Because Mars has a weaker gravity pull, being smaller than the earth. And here, out in space, there is no gravity to keep life down. A plant grows and grows as long as it lives, unlike an animal. This huge asteroid has been growing for ages, millions of years, maybe. What’s to stop it? No gravity pressing down. Perhaps it can live purely on the mineral matter of the meteors which fall. Maybe it’s only a seed, with food-matter stored up inside. Who knows?”


  Johnny and Joan came out from the galley. Joan said: “Mama, I’m hungry.”


  Marcia laughed. “We never did have that picnic, Burt.”


  “Uh-huh. You’re right—so we didn’t. But this damn asteroid almost did—on us.”


  “Papa,” Johnny said, “let’s land someplace and have a picnic.”


  “Go to hell,” Burt said, forgetting he was speaking to a boy, his boy.


  “Burt! Then you wonder why Johnny curses. Just watch your language in front of the children, Burt Rogers!”


  “Okay,” he said. “But no more picnics: I’m going to report this thing to the police, and they’ll blow it out of the sky with atomite. Then we’ll have a nice meal at home. But no more picnics, ever. I’ll take the kids to the Canalport swimming pool on week ends—half-way around the planet. But no more picnics.”


  “Please, papa,” Johnny said.


  Marcia nodded. “Look. Pie’s being polite.”


  Burt sighed. He knew he could get away with it this week-end. But later, on in the month—or certainly next month—there would be more picnics.


  The Temple of Earth


  Poul Anderson


  All his life, Rikard had defied the warlords of Coper City, but even the stoutest outlaw could be outnumbered. Now Rayth offered him freedom for the death of the Chief Engineer, it seemed simple enough— until Rikard began to learn the History of Earth!


  “Here they come!


  Leda’s voice vibrated in the ears of the four men with her. They stood with their helmets touching so they could talk, eyes looking down the rugged sweep of Copernicus to the force which came running upward against them. At their backs, the brutal heights of rock climbed for the stars, but they stood in a recess between looming crags, as good a defensive position as they could hope for.


  “Eight, nine—” Rikard strained his eyes through the queer tricky light and shadow—the brilliant rushing blue of Earth nearly in full phase, the utter dark of knife-edged umbras, a sprawling savage confusion of spires and cliffs tumbling down toward the far ghostly shimmer of the plain. “Ten at least, I make it, probably more. It’ll be a rough fight.”


  The tiny metal-glinting specks bounded closer, twenty-foot leaps from height to height, and now they could see the sheen of Earthglow on spears and axes. Rikard said slowly: “It will most likely be death if we make a stand. Let anyone who wishes go down to them now, and I will not think the less of him.”


  “Down to execution or enslavement? You should know us better than that,” said Huw. He hefted his own ax, and shadows crept over the folds of his flexi-cord suit. “Heh, they’ll have to come at us only a few at a time. We’ll mince ‘em as they do.”


  A mutter of assent rumbled from Jonak and Chungti. Leda remained silent, but one gauntleted hand closed on Rikard’s arm.


  The outlaw chief’s gaunt, dark face flashed in a brief grin. “Thank you,” he said. “We’ll at least show the damned Copers that Nyrac can still fight.”


  He moved away from the group and strung his bow. It was a big one, suitable for the giant who wielded it, and had been in his family for a long time. Plastic bow, wire string, steel arrows that leaped out with a hundred pounds of force behind them—such a weapon could pierce a spacesuit and come out the other side in a rush of air. Wood and cord were of little use on the surface; they dried and cracked in the sucking vacuum, sizzled by day and froze by night. But with this weapon he had sent more men than he remembered to Earth.


  Standing in the abysmal shadow of a crag, he nocked an arrow and took aim. The bow thrummed in his hand and a bright shaft sprang forth. One of the attacking band suddenly leaped up, fell, and rolled down the long slope with the moisture-laden air gushing out. like his fleeing soul.


  “There’s one less!” cried Leda savagely, and raised her pike. None heard her speak in the looming silence, but they saw her lips laughing behind the plastic helmet. Rikard turned for a glimpse of her, the strong fair face, the heavy yellow hair-turned blue and green now by the pouring Earthlight, but not the less good to look on.


  He had stolen her three years before, in a raid on Moonburg, and she had fought him bitterly for awhile. But later there had been understanding between them, and when the Copers overran Nyrac and he and a few men fled into rebellious exile, she was the only one of his wives who had come with him. They smiled briefly at each other and then he faced back toward the enemy.


  His bow throbbed again, and he cursed as the shaft whipped past a daring figure. The man hurled a spear; it bounced off the crag and Huw stepped forth to seize and throw it back. Rikard fired once more, and another warrior tumbled to the stony ground, to freeze in death.


  Now they were close, terribly close, a good dozen of them rushing in on him. He sent a final snapped shot against them, dropped the bow, and grabbed up his ax. Swiftly the outlaws fell into a defending line: Rikard, Huw, and Jonak, the heaviest, standing shoulder to shoulder between the two great pillars; Leda and Chungti just behind them with pikes at the ready.


  The first of the Copers hit Rikard with the furious velocity of a broad jump, ax swinging down against the chief’s helmet. Rikard caught the blow on his own weapon’s handle, twisted it down, and kicked the attacker in the belly. He bounced away, wide open for assault, but it wouldn’t do to leave the line. The next was almost instantly on the outlaw, blade cleaving vacuum. Rikard’s ax blurred down and crashed into the space helmet. The shock of the blow rammed home in his own muscles, but it had burst open the tough plastic. Air whirled out, white with frost, red with the blood that suddenly foamed from mouth and nose.


  The enemy’s own ax had dropped from his fingers as Rikard’s blade smashed home, and clanged off the chief’s helmet. Rikard smote at the warrior beyond, hit a metal shoulder plate, and dodged a counterblow. Leda thrust between him and Jonak, driving the pike home with a terrible force that split, the Coper’s suit at the belly. He lurched back, clutching futile hands against the streaming, air, his face distorted, with unheard screams.


  Two of them were on Rikard now, ax and spear, blows, flattering off his helmet and shoulder plates as he dodged and parried and hewed. He whirled his weapon over his head, brought it crashing down to break another helmet and the skull beneath, and his own yelling rang in his ears.


  From the corner of one eye he saw Jonak fall. Snarling, he swung on the killer, his blow parried by the other axhead. “Go to Mars, you bastard!”, he growled, and hailed blow, after blow against the enemy’s, guard, a leaping dancing fury of steel that drove the fellow back until he was against a cliff. Rikard sprang in and slew him.


  Panting, he whirled around to see that the Copers had broken his line, that they raged three or four about each of the survivors, thrusting and smiting, a flicker of light and hard metal against the monstrous blacknesses of shadow. Even as he watched, Chungti went down with a spear in him. Huw and Leda stood back to back, beating off the pack that snarled around them, and Rikard launched himself across the space between to fall on the Copers. He clove one helmet from behind, pitched another man aside, parried a thrust and kicked the thruster back, and joined his comrades.


  A cloudiness of freezing moisture fogged his helmet, and Huw toppled against him. He stood over the body and struck home. Leda swept her pike in a wide arc, got it between a man’s legs and tripped him, and stabbed him before he could rise. Then a Coper got between her and Rikard, threw his arms around her from behind and dragged her to the ground.


  They closed in on Rikard, hemming him in a solid wall of armored bodies, bearing him down and holding him fast with four men on each arm. When they brought forth wire and began lashing his hands together he kicked out, rose to his feet and knocked them away as they came on him, until someone else tackled him and he went down once more.


  Captured! By the living Earth, no clean death in battle, but captured!


  He lay gasping the hot foul air of his suit, looking up to the crystal dark of heaven, a million needle-sharp stars and the ghostly glory of the Milky Way, up to Earth’s huge blue disc, and the world, the Moon-world of witchlight and shadow and cruel fanged stone, reeled about him with his dismay. Captured!


  A tall man, apparently the chief of the band, counted the survivors and then put his helmet against Rikard’s. His face was sharply carved, dark-eyed, with the pointed beard of a Coper noble and the hollow cheeks corpse-blue in the light. He said slowly: “Yes, you are the rebel leader. I’m glad we took you alive.”


  Rikard looked sullenly back at him.


  “Behave yourself,” advised the other. “Remember we hold the woman too.”


  They scaled the heights of Copernicus and descended to the plain which the crater ringed in. Not far off was an armored dome with sentries before it, one of the airlocks leading to a tunnel. They entered this and came to the long tube-lit bareness underground. A few Coper soldiers were posted here, taking turns at guard duty on the outside.


  Like all their city freemen they wore more clothes than the outlying barbarians, who rarely donned more than a pocketed kilt if that much—these had tunics as well, and flat steel helmets, and carried the swords that were useful underground though ineffective against a spacesuit; nor did they have the war-paint of barbarian fighters. They did not mock the prisoners—the name of Rikard of Nyrac had been too frightening for the past year—but they leered at Leda.


  Even the outlaws were glad to shed their spacesuits. Sweat and the needs of nature made it uncomfortable to be outside more than a few hours at a time. They were stripped, their hands bound behind them, and marched between an alert guard down the tunnel toward Coper City. It went rapidly, the long bounding pace of men in home territory who had no ambush to fear.


  Rikard’s mind whirled over the catastrophes of the past hours. He and his men—some fifty in all—had been living mostly on the outside since the fall of Nyrac a year ago. They had had sealtents which they moved from place to place, and had descended into the tunnels and cities often through old unguarded airlocks to raid for food, water, air, and the killing of Coper men. While they fought, they had been a symbol of resistance to the free people within and beyond the expanding Coper empire, they had checked its advance a little, they had been. a rallying force and many young men had come to join them. There had been hope.


  Then—Rikard and his four, companions returned from a scouting trip to find their camp in the hands of the enemy. They had fought clear, had been pursued, and finally this squad had hunted them down and captured the two rebel leaders—and that was all there was to it. That was the end—the end of the fight, the end of hope, the end most likely of life.


  His bitter dark eyes turned on the leader of the squad. That one had donned a tunic of brilliant colors, the dress of a mighty noble, and the sword at his waist was jeweled. “Who are you?” he asked coldly.


  The lean face smiled. “I am Rayth, prince of Coper City,” he answered. “It was—fortunate for both of us—that I should have happened to lead the group that found you. Others would have had you killed out of hand, but I can find better uses for you?” He nodded at Leda. “Yes indeed.”


  Her head lifted haughtily, shining raw gold of hair spilling over broad shoulders to her supple waist. Rikard snarled and wrenched at his bonds. They dug harshly into his wrists, and a guard pricked him with a spear. Rayth held Rikard’s bow between his hands. “This is an unusually fine weapon,” he said. “I hadn’t thought the barbarians had anything so good. You may get it back, but you’ll have to earn it.”


  The tunnel opened into a great cavern, a reaching vastness whose farther walls could not be seen. It was farmland, peasants going between the long rows of tanks and tending a riotous greenery of food plants, an occasional hard-faced overseer pausing in his rounds to salute the prince. They went by a stock-yard, cattle, pigs, sheep, and poultry in their pens, slaves cleaning and feeding. Not far off was a slaughterhouse, and Rayth’s aristocratic nose crinkled.


  A winding ramp led up through other levels. They passed the drab, huddled compartments of the lower classes, gray-clad peasants crowded with their families into doorless rooms. Above that was a factory level, where acolyte engineers labored over weapons and tools, over ore-smelting and refining, and other workmen turned out clothes and torn and the remaining necessities of life. The party stopped here to deliver the battle-torn spacesuits for repair. Flexicord would be mended, plastic melted together again; nobody cared about the stripped bodies withering on the outside.


  Rikard could not forbear to ask: “Where is your air factory?”


  “That is farther up, in the Temple and in direct charge of the Chief Engineer,” said Rayth politely. “It is, after all, among the most vital jobs.” He raised his eyebrows. “You didn’t have an air plant at Nyrac, did you?”


  “No. We bought or took it from elsewhere as needed.”


  “Ah, I thought so. Most of the barbarians do. Now, Rikard, you are a man of intelligence, and I ask you to think a bit. We must have extra air, to replace that which is lost one way or another, but it takes skill and some equipment to get it from the minerals in which it is locked. Rather than war on us, one of the few places where they can produce it, would it not have been wiser to accept us in friendship and receive from us a steady and dependable supply?”


  “We were freemen. Now we are slaves, and must grovel to your overlords and give them all we make in exchange for a miserly ration. That is reason enough to fight you.”


  “I don’t think,” said Rayth sardonically, “that your own slaves notice any change.”


  Rikard clamped his lips tight.


  Above the factory level was a park. It was known that the life of the air, and hence of man, depended on green plants, so even the smallest village had its farms and even the outlaws’ crowded seal-tents had contained some pots of vegetation. But Rikard and Leda had never seen anything like this riot of blooms and rearing trees, had never felt grass soft and cool beneath their bare feet, and the girl drew a gasp of wonder and buried her face in a huge sweet cluster of roses.


  Rayth drew his sword and cut the flowers and handed them to her with a bow. “No fairer than you,” he smiled.


  She cursed and threw them at his feet.


  There were folk of noble class around, warriors, administrators, ranking Engineers, and their children and colorfully gowned women. They gathered about, laughing, shouting, cheering, and Rayth nodded affably but led the way onward.


  Above the park were the levels of the spacious upper-class apartments, where others of gentle birth went about in litters and slaves scurried humbly on their errands. Rikard noticed the guardsmen standing rigidly here and there, and decided that the power of the overlords was not so secure as it might look.


  On and on, until at last they stood before a high wall ornamented with murals of ancient triumphs and festivals. Four sentries stood in front of the door, bringing their spears to rigid salute as Rayth approached. A footman opened the door and they were ushered into the prince’s home.


  It was richly furnished, with hangings and vases and furniture of priceless ancient work-older than the Fall, it must be—as well as the clumsier recent articles of carved wood and hammered metal. Rayth led the way to a spacious chamber whose outer window looked on the sky. Automatically, Rikard stepped over there to make a survey. This place must be high in the dome which rose over the city’s underground levels. He could look down the great sweep of metal and concrete to the rugged plain beneath, and out toward the sharply curving horizon and the mighty ringwall which shouldered above it. The stars thronged and blazed in a cold glory of sky.


  “Unbind them,” said Rayth.


  Rikard stretched mightily, rubbing cramped arms. Leda stepped over beside him and her hand stole into his. The guards marched out, except for two who stood alertly against the wall.


  “And now what?” asked the barbarian.


  “Why, I suppose you will want to clean yourselves. There is a bathroom over that way. Afterward we will eat, and then we can talk.”


  There were garments for the prisoners, of a soft colorfulness such as they had not known since the last time Nyrac captured a. trading caravan in the funnels, and there was a feast of skillfully prepared meat and bread, fresh fruit, wine and delicacies for which they, had no name. They sat around the table and gorged.


  Rayth exerted himself to be pleasant. He brought in slave girls to dance and play, he kept the wine glasses full, and the words that flowed from his smiling lips had nothing to do with immediate reality. Despite himself, Rikard had to listen with interest and reply where he could, and Leda sat enchanted.


  The prince got onto ancient history, which seemed to be a pet subject of his. He discoursed of a thousand years of war, politics, conquest and liberation, dynasties and gods and people, and after the vague heroic songs of the barbarians it was a new experience to listen to his crisp cynical prose. They could still read and write in Coper City, though only a few nobles besides the Engineers took the trouble to learn, and so they remembered with precision.


  “But the Fall?” whispered Leda. “What was that?”


  “The Fall from Earth?” Rayth smiled and arched his brows. “Well, my fair one, suppose you tell me what you. think.”


  “Why—I never thought much about it,” she said, her broad clear forehead wrinkling above the steady blue eyes. “They say that man came from Earth originally, and sinned, and was condemned to dwell in the world here until the sin is redeemed. The souls of the dead return to Earth—”


  “Or to Mars, if they are criminals or Copers,” grunted Rikard.


  Leda threw him a little frown and spread her hands helplessly. “That is all I know.”


  “Hm—well, it’s the general story. Our Engineers tell it to our own commons, since it helps keep them in check. But what would you say if I told you Earth is another world like out own?”


  “It couldn’t be,” said Leda. “The story is that on Earth you can walk on the outside without a spacesuit. And there is green everywhere, and great pools of water, and everyone has enough to eat.”


  “Oh, yes, beyond doubt Earth is not quite the same as Luna. After all, man and his animals are so ill suited to life here that I think it only reasonable to suppose they came from Earth—not in any mystic Fall, but by ordinary physical means.”


  “They jumped?” asked Rikard scornfully.


  “No, they—well—I’ll come to that later. They had ways. Such few books as have survived tell something about what happened. Men came here from Earth to look for minerals which they needed. Cities were built here and there over the face of Luna, and tunnels cut to connect them and to get at the ores. They were wise, those ancients. They built not only the things we now have and use in a blind fashion, by rote, without much understanding—smelters, sunpower accumulators, spacesuits, and all the rest—but they had other things as well. Weapons more deadly than bow or ax, machines which carried them over the surface and hauled their loads and did the work we must do by hand—but those things have long worn out or been destroyed, and their remnants have been wrecked for the metal in them. We have a few relics in our Temple here, that is all.” Rayth’s eyes gleamed briefly.


  He went on in a moment. “The sin and the Fall were something different from what the Engineers have said in their sermons. I don’t know exactly what happened, except that even those wise ancients were not united, they were divided into—cities, I suppose—and the separate colonies here were owned by these various cities. A war broke out, not a war as we know war but something with doom in it, all the power of the machines turned loose to blast and burn. It must have destroyed civilization on Earth; at least there have been no visitors from there in a thousand years or more. Here on Luna the colonies also fought, but in a more limited way since they had not the greatest engines of destruction. But it was enough to wipe out many cities—you must have seen some of the ruins—and_ to destroy most of the equipment. Such wise men as survived had not the tools to work with to rebuild all they must have, and the turbulent new generations paid little heed to teachings which had no relation to their own experience. The remaining machines wore out, the wise men died, the cities fought with swords and spears for the necessities of life, and finally the long-night of ignorance fell on us. And that is the true story of the Fall.”


  “How do you know?” challenged Rikard.


  “Oh, I have read-the remaining old books and fragments of books, and used my own head to piece together what little was known. Coper City has kept more knowledge than the others anyway. Those went back to naked barbarism, retaining barely enough tradition to survive; but we, living in what had been the most important of the old colonies, kept somewhat more than that. There have always been a few in Coper City who knew the truth, though they lacked means to do anything about it.”


  Rikard leaned back in his chair and surveyed the prince with arrogant eyes. “All right,” he said. “I’ll accept it. What’s the difference anyway? What do you have us here for and why are you telling us this?”


  “Oh—I wanted you to realize that our. frank goal of conquering the world is not the unmitigated evil you insist. It will bring knowledge to the barbarians, give them back their heritage, and end their stupid squabbling in a unity of all mankind.”


  “At the price of making them slaves and paupers!”


  “Well, I didn’t say we were doing this for our health,” said Rayth mildly. “The outlier raids have been more than a little costly and annoying to us, and of course we can always use more workers. However, please don’t tell me you are some kind of martyr whose heart bleeds only for your poor oppressed people. Your are angry because your wealth and power were stripped from you. If you could get those back threefold—”


  His keen features jutted over the table as he leaned forward. “We will impose the social pattern of Coper City everywhere, yes, because it is our own. But we’ll have to take the most able and trustworthy barbarians into our own noble ranks as full citizens. How would you like to trade the circumscribed darkness of Nyrac for a dwelling like this, a score of slaves, a personal guard, a city for your private estate? How would you like a hand in shaping the future?”


  “Hm.” Rikard scowled and ran a hand through his stiff black hair. “You won’t give me that for nothing.”


  “No, no. But you’ll need a strong patron, my friend. Everyone else will assume as a matter of course that you’ll be executed or sent to the mines. It will take all my influence to get you pardoned. In exchange, you can do me a few services.” His teeth flashed white in his beard. “The first of which can begin now!”


  “Hm.”


  “I want you to kill a man for me.”


  “Well—” Rikard sat thinking a moment. “Who is he?”


  “I’ll come to that. It’s nobody you know or care about. If you fullfil that mission, there will be others, and your rise can be swift.”


  “You turn me loose with a sword,” said-the barbarian slowly, “and expect me to do just what you want?”


  “Naturally,” said Rayth, “I will keep your charming lady as a hostage.” He smiled on Leda and a slow hot flush crept up her cheeks and stained her breast. “I shall see that she is not bored.”


  With a shave and a haircut, a decent tunic and a sword at his waist and a feather-cap tilted rakishly over one ear, Rikard could pass for anyone but the hunted rebel of Nyrac—a young guardsman off duty, perhaps, recruited from some recently conquered province and swaggering into the civilization which had swallowed his people. He drew no special attention as he pushed through the crowded hubbub of the city, except from an occasional bold-eyed maiden.


  Toward the north side of the dome, roughly at ground level, was the area of those who were more-than simple freemen without being quite noble—merchants, shopkeepers, independent artisans of all kinds. Moving through that district, Rikard was struck by the bearing of the folk, neither servile nor haughty, neither uncouth nor overly mannered, a more civilized version of the barbarians, egalitarianism. It occurred to him that this class was an element which had entered into no one’s calculations.


  But he had a mission, and the farther he went the more desperate it began to seem.


  There’s little choice, he thought grayly. If I’d refused, he’d have had me slain then and there. But that I, who was chief over the freemen of Nyrac, should sink to be Rayth’s assassin—!


  Kill the Chief Engineer of Coper City.


  Rayth had shown him the layout, warned him that the Temple had its own guards, and said that several of his men had attempted the job before and failed bloodily. On the other hand, could he but accomplish his task and fight his way out of the Temple, there’d be a gang of the prince’s bully boys waiting to escort him home. Rikard had pulled off more daring stunts than this.


  As to why the old man should be murdered, Rayth had said little except that he stood in the way of certain plans, and Rikard, who had small tenderness for any Copers, didn’t inquire further.


  He cast a glance behind him now and again as he thrust through the crowds which swarmed and eddied around bazaars, taverns, and playhouses, and once or twice thought he glimpsed a couple of the prince’s hard-faced personal guards lounging inconspicuously after him—but he wasn’t sure, the mob was too much a blend of every element in Luna. A richly dressed, pot-bellied merchant born-e in a litter by four slaves; a pair of gay young warriors staggering, out of a tavern compartment; a hawker shrieking his wares where two corridors ran together; a wondering leather-clad barbarian; a fantastically painted strolling player, thrumming his harp and grinning at the girls as they went by; a humble gray worker; a seriousfaced; young Engineer, his long red robes swirling about him—it was a gay and noisy throng, a whirl of life and color, and Rikard could not. altogether suppress an answering smile. There was nothing like this in the poor little outlier towns.


  He came from the passageway to a broad, grassy plaza, and felt a sudden tightening of his muscles and a rising throb in his breast. Beyond it, there was a great wall reaching the height of many levels, portieoed and velvet-hung, with the sign of holy Earth inlaid above the door. The Temple.


  It was past time for services, and few people were in sight before the wall—mostly acolytes hurrying on their various tasks, and six Temple guardsmen standing rock-stiff in gilt breastplates and plumed helmets before the looming gate. Rikard stood for a moment studying them, the long pikes and the Swords at their hips, and wondered how many more there were inside the sacred precincts. He drew a deep breath, filling his nostrils with the cool rich scent of grass and flowering shrubs for perhaps the final time.


  Well—Leda was still Rayth’s hostage. He shook himself, straightened his back, and walked boldly up to the gate.


  Two pikes slanted across his path. “Hold! What do you wish?”


  “I have to see the Chief Engineer.”


  “This is not the time for audiences. Come back after the sunrise ceremonies.”


  “It won’t keep. I bear special news from the Lands-that-see-not-Earth.”


  The guards captain’s face lit with a flicker of interest. “What is it?”


  “It’s for the ears of his Wisdom alone.”


  “Then wait your turn.”


  “Look here,” said Rikard, “you can send him a message that it concerns certain newly found ores of power. If his Wisdom isn’t interested, I’ll go my way. But if you don’t do this much, I’d hate to be in your skin when he learns what you’ve kept from him.”


  “Hmmm—well—” The captain rubbed his chin. There was a superstitious awe deep within his eyes, and the. other sentries gaped. “Well, all right.” He peered narrowly at the barbarian. “You’re not of the city. Where are you from?”


  “Moonburg, if you must know. But my message!”


  The captain blew a whistle, and an acolyte came forth from within to receive the word and run back with it. Rikard stood waiting, trying not to shiver with the gathering tautness of the moment. Rayth had told him to give this message, and it seemed to work. The prince had added that the Temple was seeking to recover the lost secret of the legendary Tommie’s Power, so immensely more potent than the sunlight batteries, but had not gone far for lack of the necessary metals. To Rikard, Tommie had merely been a local god worshipped by some towns, though in other stories he was the devil responsible for the Fall.


  “Your sword,” said the captain.


  Rikard shrugged. It was understandable that no visitor should bear weapons within the Temple, especially after Rayth’s last few attempts. He unslung his glaive and handed it over, and permitted them to search him for concealed knives. It did not seem to occur to them, in spite of his hard-thewed size, that hands and shod feet have killed men.


  The acolyte returned, a full Engineer with him. The latter spoke hurriedly. “Who are you, stranger, and what is this word you bear?”


  “I am Atli Athur’s son of Moonburg, your Knowledge,” said Rikard, bowing as low as his stiff-necked soul permitted him. “If it please you, this word I have should not be discussed out in public.”


  “No—no—certainly not. I’ll take you to his Wisdom. Follow me.”


  Rikard went after the swirling red robe, his narrowed eyes taking careful note of everything they passed. Down a long muraled corridor, opening into rooms which seemed oddly little like religious centers—they glittered with metal and glass and plastic, and Engineers in drab, stained smocks labored with a bewildering variety of instruments, past a couple of guardsmen—


  The thing to do, he thought grimly, was to break the old fellow’s neck, grab a sword from the nearest armed man, and try to cut his way out. None of Rayth’s men were allowed inside the Temple, but if they were waiting just beyond the gates he might have some chance.


  The corridor ended in a tall doorway where four sentries in gold and scarlet: stood by rigidly held pikes. Beyond was the great audience chamber.


  It was lavishly furnished, gold and jewels and velvet and the lovely ancient works. The far side was a great sheet of plastic opening on the raw splendor of landscape and an. Earth at the full, its eerie blue radiance streaming in to blend with the soft glow of fluorotubes. Rikard had little time for esthetics; his gaze roved in search of enemies.


  No soldiers in this room, and the Engineer who guided him was closing the massive door on the sentries—praise the gods, it. gave him a chance to kill the Chief and burst out and surprise those men! About a dozen Engineers stood around the Throne of Wisdom—high-ranking to judge from their robes, most of them young and burly, not a one of them bearing sword or dagger.


  Rikard knelt before the Throne until a voice that was almost a whisper said: “Rise, my son, and say your message.”


  “Thank you, your Wisdom.” The rebel got up and moved closer to the old man who sat before him. A very old man, he saw, thin and stooped and frail, with a halo of white hair about the gaunt face and the luminous eyes and the wonderful dome of a forehead. For an instant, Rikard despised himself.


  But Leda, Leda of the fair tresses and the low sweet laughter and the undaunted gallantry, Leda was hostage to Rayth.


  “You brought word of ores of power found on the far side of Luna,” said the Chief Engineer. He pursed his lips and tapped his knee with the jeweled slide rule of his office. “But how would the heathen there know what to look for?”


  “They weren’t looking for anything, your Wisdom,” replied Rikard. He stood some five feet away—one easy jump. “It was a certain Engineer-educated trader from this city, Borsu by name, who several years ago was captured by Moonburg men attacking a caravan of his. I had him for slave, but he was so bold and wiser a man that soon we were more friends than master and servant, and it was he who organized an expedition to the heathen lands. He thought their ores, which we on Earthside have little exploited, could be obtained for our manufactured goods at a fine profit and sold here in Coper City. It was he who saw those deposits and had them mined. On our return, we found that Moonburg had been brought under your city’s rule, but nevertheless—”


  They were relaxing their wariness, intent on his account.


  “—we thought that we could still do business, especially with the Temple. As Borsu was ill, I left him in Moonburg and came myself to—”


  He hit the Chief Engineer with a smack of bodies and his hands closed around the thin neck.


  Thunder and stars exploded in his skull. He reeled aside, falling to the ground, and the Engineer rushed on him with the club he had pulled from his long sleeve.


  Rikard kicked out, and the Coper flew backward, grunting. The barbarian snarled and lurched to his feet. Swords and daggers gleamed as the others yanked them from concealment.


  Trapped. They weren’t stupid, these Engineers, and now he was trapped!


  Rikard hurled himself forward in a flying tackle, hit the nearest man and rolled over on the floor with him. Wrenching the fellow’s dagger loose, he bounded back to his feet and rushed another Engineer.


  “Alive!” screamed the old man. “Take him alive!”


  For the torture cells—no! Rikard closed with the Engineer, stabbing him in the shoulder before he could slash with his sword. He pulled the glaive loose and backed toward the wall, growling, sword in one hand and dagger in the other. The men formed a defensive line around their Chief and brandished their blades.


  The wounded Engineer rose suddenly and sprinted for the door. Rikard threw the knife after him, missed, and groaned as the door was swung wide and the four guardsmen entered.


  “Ha, Nyrac!” he yelled and threw himself upon them. His sword whistled, clanged off the metal shaft of the nearest pike, and raked the cuirass beyond. Another guard hit him with the butt of his pike and he staggered. Now the blows rained on him, smashing thunder of violence and lightning-shot darkness. The sword fell from his hand and he toppled, still cursing. Someone kicked him as he fell.


  He lay there, half conscious, mumbling through a mask of blood while they bound him. When the reeling and the blurring ended, and only the thumping pain and the slow drip of red were left, he sat up and glared at them where they stood around him.


  “I thought Rayth was wiser than that,” muttered an Engineer.


  “It wasn’t a bad trick.” The old man fingered his throat with a wry smile. “He almost made it. But who are you, so bold as to go alone and unarmed in war against the Temple?”


  Rikard shook his ringing head. The sickness in him was as much from stupefied dismay as from his hurts. That he should have failed—that he should have been captured and bound like a pig for slaughter the second time!


  “Hm—now let me think.” The Chief Engineer stroked his chin. “Obviously Rayth would only have tried this with an assassin so bold and strong that there would be some chance of success, and at the same time one over whom he had enough of a hold to drive him to this desperate mission. Now it is only ten or fifteen hours since we heard that the mighty Rikard of Nyrac had been captured by this same Rayth.”


  “Rikard of Nyrac—aye, your Wisdom, they said he was big and dark, it must be he. Right?” A foot kicked the prisoner.


  “Gently, Wanno, gently. There is no cause to maltreat him when he is helpless. Nobody was killed in this little affair.” The Chief Engineer stooped over Rikard and smiled. “See here, my friend, I have no. ill will for you. I’ve chuckled for a long time over your impudent bearding of the Coper lords, and I wouldn’t mind doing you a good turn if you’d let me.”


  “But first I have to do something for you, eh?” Rikard grinned without humor. “It seems to be a city custom.”


  “Be reasonable, man, You’ve failed your mission; Rayth will have no further use for you, and only here is there protection. I daresay you’ve no love for Rayth, and he is our greatest enemy as well.”


  Rikard was silent.


  “Now what reason did you have to do his foul work for him? I cannot quite imagine Rikard of Nyrac turning assassin for hire.”


  “They say a woman was captured with him, your Wisdom,” said one of the Engineers thoughtfully.


  “Ah, so. And Rayth holds her. Hm.” The Chief Engineer paced back and forth, the robes swirling around his thin stooped form. Suddenly he said: “Bring this man a bowl of wine.”


  It was a fire coursing in his veins, the leaden haze lifted from his mind and he looked at his captors with cleared eyes. The Chief Engineer said to him:


  “Rikard, this is the situation in Coper City. The old bold dynasty of the Mayors has faded till the last of them sits bibbing in his apartments with little interest in anything save a new wench. Meanwhile the struggle for the real power over this growing empire lies between the great nobles, of whom Rayth is chief, and the Temple, which recruits from all ranks and is thus closer to the people and more alive to their wants. The world has come down far since the Fall. What was a wise and glorious and adventurous civilization has been destroyed, and this, its successor, is stagnant and cruel and ignorant; it has done little which was new or decent in a thousand years. I do not say that the Temple is blameless; the early Chief Engineers found it convenient to monopolize what true knowledge was left and to ally themselves with the nobles in crushing the commons. But in the past generation we have tried to make some amends, we have spoken against human slavery and unjust laws, and we would like to teach all men enough to make them more than walking bellies. Temple and nobles agree that man must be united—”


  Rikard snarled at him.


  “—but it is rather for us to learn freedom from the barbarians, in exchange for our order and culture, than for them to be enslaved by us; and there is a sharp split between the parties. Furthermore, we have tried to regain the ancient knowledge by the methods with which it was won in the first place—that is, by trying our ideas to see if they work, rather than by blind acceptance of ancient authority. You must have noticed our laboratories as you entered. But this leads to heretical questioning of everything, and the nobles do not like it.


  “Thus Rayth has several times sought to have me assassinated. There is little I can do save guard against it—I would get no satisfaction in the courts. If he should succeed, he could use his influence and very likely get one of his own hand-picked Engineers named to my office. For we—scientists—are a small party in the Temple, and only the more or less accidental fact that I was converted to such views shortly after assuming the slide rule has given us our success. If we could somehow overcome him, there would be a chance to make some improvement in human life, perhaps even to reach Earth eventually. If we fail, as seems all too probable, the long night will descend completely.”


  He stopped, and there was a moment’s silence in the great chamber. Then Rikard said: “I suppose you’re telling me more or less the truth. I don’t really care, one way or the other. But why? What do you want of me?”


  “I don’t know,” said the Chief Engineer frankly. “I really don’t know whether it wouldn’t be safer all around just to return your head to Rayth. But—Rikard, the Temple has been at one grave disadvantage. Its younger men are often doughty fighters, as you have seen, but they are still mostly technicians, intellectuals, people without practical experience in warfare. You, on the other hand, have fought all your life. If you have any suggestions, they will be carefully considered.”


  “And what do I get from this?”


  “Your life, of course, and your freedom. Likewise your woman’s, if we can save her. We can talk later of other rewards. You may find it worthwhile to work with us.”


  Rikard leaned back against the wall, letting his mind slide over the facts and the chances. Presently he nodded his blood-matted head and began to talk.


  The Temple gate burst open and the big man shot out in a flying leap that carried him over the heads of the sentries to land on the plaza grass. A spear flew after him. He grabbed it and whirled about and threw it back.


  “Stop him!” roared an Engineer. “Kill him! He killed the Chief!”


  The guards sprang at Rikard, yelling, and others boiled out of the Temple in their wake. He was already fleeing toward the corridor beyond. A shrieking laborer sought to bring him down—he kicked the man in the teeth, beat another aside with the flat of his sword, and pushed a way into the suddenly milling throng.


  Half a dozen armed men were around him, blades flashing out. One grinned savagely in his beard. “We thought you were dead,” he gasped. “You were in there so long—”


  “We’ll all be dead if we don’t get out of here,” snapped Rikard.


  The raging Temple warriors were crowding through the press of humanity toward them. And from the swirling mob there seemed to rise one great groan. “The Chief is dead . . . The Chief is dead . . . They killed him, the dirty murdering nobles . . .”


  The old fellow’s claim to be beloved of the people was not a lie, thought Rikard tautly, and crammed a fist into the mouth of the nearest man who rushed, weeping and cursing at him.


  Swords and pikes clattered together as the guards hit the tight circle of Rayth’s warriors. Rikard led the retreat, his sword whistling and thumping—he did not cut, but he hammered a way through the mob, and it fell back before his great bloody shape.


  “The ramp—over there—”


  They braced themselves and leaped, ten feet straight up, arcing forward to land on the upward-curving surface. Then they ran!


  A hurled spear flashed, and one of Rayth’s men toppled. Two more had been pulled down by the bare hands of the commons, and another had fallen in the retreat. The crowd, half angry, half frightened, moved slowly after them.


  They dashed into a corridor on the noble level, and the two city guardsmen posted there clanged the gate shut in the face of pursuit. Panting, they stopped and looked at each other.


  “There’ll be Mars to pay down there,” said the leader hoarsely. “Riots—”


  “Take me to his Excellency,” said Rikard.


  “Aye—at once—and good work, barbarian! You did a job that we’ve tried to do for the past five years.”


  They went swiftly down the long passageways, up ramps and stairs, past the sumptuous apartments of the rich where men and women, children and servants and slaves cowered at sight of drawn weapons and at the faint, rising noise of the lower levels. When they came to Rayth’s door, they entered without ceremony.


  The prince leaped to his feet, spilling his wine-glass, and the lean bearded face blazed at Rikard. “Is it done?” he yelled. “Did you really do it?”


  “Aye—aye—” The rebel leaned wearily on his sword and let his eyes rove the chamber. There were seven or eight other men seated around the table, mostly older and fatter than Rayth but all with the rich dress and the inbred hauteur of the rulers. There was also a high-ranking Engineer, a sly-faced elderly man whose heavy-lidded eyes barely flicked over the newcomers before retreating back to their own dreams. But it was to Leda that Rikard’s gaze went first, Leda who had been sprawling sullen and splendid on a couch and who now started up and ran to him and clung wordlessly to his bleeding form.


  “Aye, he’s dead,” nodded the barbarian.


  “It took you several hours,” said Rayth. “I was sure you had failed.”


  “They made me wait a long time while the Chief finished an—an experiment, they called it. But I got at him, broke his neck, and grabbed a sword and chopped my way out.” Rikard strode boldly over to the table and grabbed up a glass and drained it.


  “Do you hear that?” Rayth turned on the others and his voice rose to a shout. “Do you hear that?” His laughter was loud and wild. “He’s dead! His Wisdom Laon XIII, Chief Engineer of Coper City, is dead! Are you ready to assume the post, Jastur?” he cried to the Engineer. “Would you like to take the name of Laon XIV?”


  “It might be a good idea to wait for some confirmation,” said the other imperturbably.


  Rayth paced the chamber, restlessly, eyes smoldering, and the guests muttered to each other. Rikard and Leda paid no attention; they were holding close, and his hands and lips caressed her with a new and desperate tenderness.


  Someone else entered, a strong young acolyte who saluted and said between gasps for air: “He’s dead, sirs, he’s been killed, and it’s Mars down there! The commons are running wild!” There was a knife-slash across his face; blood dripped slowly to the red of his gown.


  “What did you see?” snapped Rayth. He sprang over and grabbed the acolyte by the shoulders and shook him. “What did you see?”


  “I—I heard a great uproar in the audience chamber, through the closed doors. That must have been something else, though, for his Wis—old Laon came out and went into a laboratory. Then some hours later he returned to the chamber, and—and presently there was another noise, louder and lasting longer—then I saw this man here burst out, knock down a guard in his way, and go down the hall, I looked in—they were lying heaped in blood, and an Engineer came in and lifted the old man and shrieked that he was dead. Then there was panic, everyone running, guards fighting to get out after the killer—I slipped away and came here as you told me, sir—”


  “Dead!” Rayth’s shout echoed between the walls. “Dead, d’you hear? After five years I’ve killed the old swine, and Temple and commons alike are rioting—What more excuse do we need?”


  “Excuse?” whispered a noble. “Certainly!” Rayth grinned. “As a public-spirited gesture, we assemble our personal guards and march them down there to restore order. With the Temple occupied by us, your election to the slide rule becomes a certainty, Jastur.”


  “There’ll be fighting,” said the Engineer nervously. “The young Engineers are—were—almost all on his side, you know; they won’t receive you kindly—and then there are the commons—”


  “Bah! Engineers and mobs against trained blades? Certainly there’ll be bloodletting, but it won’t be our blood—at least, if we can get down there before they have time to organize.”


  Rayth lifted his voice to a shout, and a guards officer stepped in and saluted. There was something like terror under his hard-held mask. Rayth snapped swift orders and he ran off.


  “We’ll unite all our personal forces,” said the prince, biting the words out as he paced from wall to wall. “The Mayor’s men and the regular city guards aren’t to be relied on; I wouldn’t be surprised if half of them swung to the Temple’s side if they get a chance. Most of the regular army is out of the city, on garrison or combat duty, and it wouldn’t be too safe either. But between us we’ve got three hundred trained bold men ready to follow us down there.”


  “Us?” squeaked a noble.


  “Oh, stay if you want. I’m going down!” Rayth turned to clap Rikard’s shoulder. “You too, my friend. You’ve done well, oh, excellently well, and you’ll have a rich reward!”


  The Nyracan shrugged. Inwardly, he was filled with a sudden wonder as to whether he had done the right thing or not. He didn’t much care, really, who won; they were all Copers to him—but the prince’s payment was more certain and tangible than the Temple’s, and—


  Too late now.


  He went into the bathroom, where Leda washed and bandaged his hurts and whispered to him: “There is more behind this than you say, my dearest. I know you too well.”


  “Aye, there is, but I can’t tell you now. Stay close by me and don’t be too surprised at anything I may do.”


  Leda went back to Rayth and said: “Give me a blade too.”


  “You—a woman?” he asked.


  “I’ve sent more men to Earth than you ever did,” she snapped. “From here on, Rikard and I fight together.”


  “Well—I hate to risk such beauty being hacked up—but far be it from me to oppose that beauty’s lightest wish,” laughed the Coper. “Remember, though—you’ll be among my own troops, and they don’t take kindly to traitors.”


  She smiled at him. “How could anyone betray you?” she whispered.


  “The oldest trick in the world,” sighed Rayth, “and it still works. Very well, take what you wish from the armor chest over there.”


  She and Rikard equipped themselves with weapons—a sword for her, an ax for him—cuirasses, and helmets. By that time they could hear the sound of marching feet. Rayth buckled on his own armor, lifted his sword in a mocking salute to his timorous comrades, and walked out into the hall.


  It was a strong and well-trained force, filling the corridor with hard bodies and edged steel, pikes and axes aloft, raising a shout that roared and boomed down the hall as Rayth appeared. He put himself in the van, with the barbarians in the second rank behind his, and the troop started off to battle.


  Clang of booted feet slammed echoing on the metal floor, rattle and clash of armor, grim jests tossed from lip to bearded lip. These were the killers, the professionals without fear of man or Earth, the trained elite which formed an army within an army and the fulcrum of the noble power. Watching them, marching with them, Rikard felt a sudden sick doubt within him. Untrained barbarians had toppled before this iron weapon—


  They came to the closed gate, and Rayth unlocked it and led the way down the ramp beyond. Level after level dropped past them, deserted now, silent and empty, but the broken roaring from below had grown, screaming its outrage, screaming for blood.


  When they emerged on a landing at the ceiling of the Temple level and looked down twenty feet, it was to a boiling pool of humankind, gray workers, naked slaves, velvet merchants, leather artisans, women and children, howling and trampling until the din shook the walls and rattled the teeth in a man’s skull. The surge of white, hating faces reached beyond vision, mouths agape, eyes red and running, animal voices barking and clamoring. Rikard had never seen a true mob before, and the elemental violence of it shook even his calloused soul. It did not occur to him to regret the fact that, many of these people must die.


  Rayth stood for an instant stroking his beard, thinking, and then he lifted his sword and sprang over the rail. The lines followed him, jumping one by one, a dozen men simultaneously floating down with pikes reaching beneath them.


  They landed among the mob, hewing a clear way even as they fell, and struck out. The crowd surged back, leaving red remnants underfoot, and the troopers continued to leap—forward ranks pressing toward the Temple, while the rearward lines were still jumping. Rayth’s blade whistled and butchered; his face was alight with a dark glee. Rikard and Leda, sandwiched between others, could do nothing but add the weight of their bodies to the mass of the troop. The pack howled and bayed and cursed around them.


  Missiles began to fly, hammers, ore-lumps, crowbars, wrenches, anvils hurled by brawny arms. A guardsman staggered and., fell, his face cracked open. Another was seized by the cloak, dragged into a group of women, and carved with butcher knives. A third had his pike snatched from him, and a big smith jabbed it into the throat of a fourth before he was killed. The crowd gave way before the ruthlessly advancing soldiers, but it closed behind them and filled the air with noise and flying death.


  “They killed the Chief!”


  Leda’s eyes were wide and her breast rose and fell behind the binding corselet. Her voice came dimly to Rikard under the boom and howl of raw voices. “They hate us!”


  “So they do.” He smiled bleakly.


  Now the Temple was before them, its high wall looming over the trample and clamor, a thin line of its own guards holding back the rioters. Rayth’s red blade lifted anew, and his bugler wound a single harsh note. The troop moved forward on the double.


  Vaguely, Rikard heard the prince calling to the guards. “Let us through—Mayor’s order—protect you—”


  “No one goes in—you bloody swine!”


  The bugle screamed again and the soldiers locked ranks and charged.


  Swords and pikes clanged at the gate; the sudden recoil hurled the rear lines backward. Rikard grabbed Leda’s flowing hair and pulled her ear close to his lips and muttered swiftly, “Listen, we’re with the Temple. First chance you get, break free and go over to them—once we’re inside!”


  She clasped his hand, briefly, and then the sentries were down and the troop rushed inside.


  Beyond was a long narrow darkness of corridor. Nothing stirred, nothing spoke; they hastened through a fumbling gloom with only their footfalls and hoarse breathing and clash of metal for company. Rikard heard Rayth’s voice, puzzled. “Where are the others? The Temple has plenty of its own guardsmen, where are they? Has everyone fled?” Then, he laughed. “If so, why, it makes our task all the easier. Forward!”


  They burst into the great audience chamber, and it was lighted and the Temple was waiting for them.


  The young Engineers were reinforced by commoners, weapons in hand and armored in spacesuits.


  The invaders let out one roar and the forward ranks hurled spears that bounced off metal and plastic and tough cord. From the Engineers, arrows suddenly darkened the air, the whistling death flamed among the soldiers and the lines sagged amidst their toppling members.


  There was a press from the real men driven forward, and in the instant’s bawling panic only Rikard knew what it was—the Temple guardsmen, aided perhaps by armed commoners themselves, throwing their power out of the rooms and side passages where it had lurked, blocking the troop’s retreat and falling on it from the rear!


  The line eddied and swirled about him, spears flying, arrows and hurled throwing-axes, the ranks of Rayth buckling under pressure from both ends. Time to get out of here, before anyone suspected that he, Rikard of Nyrac, had led them into the trap.


  He turned on the man beside him and his ax hewed low, shearing through flesh and bone of a leg. As the screaming warrior fell, he brought his weapon up, a backhanded blow crashing into the face beyond. The man behind him thrust from the side; he took the spear on his cuirass and kneed viciously. Stooping over, he undercut another of his late companions, arid Leda reached over his back to slash down the soldier beyond.


  Rikard bent his knees and leaped, soaring over the fallen, a dozen pikes stabbing up after him. He hardly noticed the sharp bright pain where one raked his thigh; he was through their line and Leda was with him. They drifted down among the Engineers.


  A big red-faced young man snarled behind his space helmet and lifted an ax as Rikard descended. Someone else grabbed his arm. The helmets were left propped open, and his voice could reach. “No, Shan, those are friends!”


  “Oh, sorry—I forgot.” Shan swung about and spattered the brains of the nearest trooper.


  The fight was now pressed into the audience chamber; men jammed together, slashing and hacking at arm’s range—there’d soon be more room, thought Rikard grimly, and took his place in the Engineer line. The Temple, though, had order and plans of a sort, however relatively untrained its fighters were, while the invaders were broken up into knots and fragments where their discipline could not. exist. The important thing was to hit them, and keep hitting them, so they didn’t get a chance to reform.


  His ax smote, clanging off metal, raking the face and the arm behind. A blade hacked at him; he caught it on his helve and turned the blow and hewed back. Leda was beside him, her clear war-cry raising as she stabbed and struck; Shan the Engineer was chopping and roaring pious mottoes on his other flank; the Temple men pushed against the roiling soldiers, took their blows on their heavier armor, and gave them back with murder behind. The clamor of men and metal was a roar as of sundering worlds.


  Rayth was fighting like a demon, his blade whirling and shrieking, his voice lifted in a rallying-cry that drew his scattered followers together. He had courage, thought Rikard above the snarl of combat—perhaps he was a fitter chief after all. But too late now!


  Ha, there went another, tumbling with his head half off his shoulders—so, a helmet crumpled, and the skull beneath it.


  Back and forth the battle raged, breaking and tearing, ruining the chamber and the lives of men, and over it lifted the great calm disc of Earth and the million scornful stars. Back and forth, trampling, sundering, killing and laming, and Rikard was painted with blood and his arms grew weary from swinging the ax.


  The chamber began to clear as men fell; it was floored with corpses and one had room to cast a spear or take a flying leap down on the head of an enemy. The soldiers had suffered hideously, but there were many Temple dead, ordinary guardsmen, scantily armored commoners, Engineers with their spacesuits pierced or their helmets cloven. The fight was breaking into knots and clusters, small whirlpools of murder swaying back and forth over the great blood-wet space, men springing through the air at each other. It seemed to Rikard, as he raised blurred eyes toward holy Earth, that the disc had grown noticeably gibbous—had they fought that long?


  “Over here! Stand and fight, men of Coper!”


  It was Rayth, backed into a corner above a high heap of fallen Temple men, foremost in a grim and haggard line of troopers hurling back wave after wave. Rikard shook his head, a sudden dark sense of destiny on him, and moved across the floor with lifted ax.


  “You,” said Rayth, very softly. “You—the triple turncoat—” Suddenly he threw back his head and laughter pulsed in his throat. “Oh, it was lovely, man, lovely, I never thought you had that kind of brains! Shall we play the game out?”


  He stepped from his line, tossing. his sword and catching it again, kissed his hand to Leda, and fell into an alert position before Rikard. The barbarian growled, squared off, and fell on him?


  Rayth danced aside from the shrieking ax, and his blade whipped in against Rikard’s throat. The rebel rolled, barely ducking the thrust, and Rayth grinned without much malice and sprang at him. His sword clattered and yelled, biting the Nyracan’s arms, bouncing off the hard-held guard to sing around his opponent’s ears. Rikard fell back, grunting in surprise, and Rayth pursued him, light-footed, leaping, playing with him.


  Scream and clangor of steel, hoarse gasps for breath, bounding human forms in a strange and terrible grace of murder, clash and bite and two faces staring into each other’s eyes across the web of flying metal. Rikard. hewed out again and again, cleaving empty air; his phantom enemy was somewhere else to rake him until he staggered and splashed his blood on the floor.


  Leda yelled and sprang on Rayth from behind. His sword whirled around, caught in the guard of hers and sent it spinning free, and slewed back to meet Rikard’s charge. He retreated before the rebel’s rush, laughing, parrying blow after clumsy blow, waiting for the end.


  It came swiftly. Rikard’s bull charge forced Rayth back into a corner where he braced himself and smiled. As the ax whirred down toward his skull, he lifted his blade to parry it as he had done before—and the steel broke across.


  Rikard stood gasping, reeling on his feet, looking down at the body of his foe with a numbness stealing over him. He hardly noticed the sobbing girl who flung herself into his arms; he stood mute for a long while and when he spoke at last it was dully.


  “That wasn’t right. I didn’t kill him—a flaw in his blade did—it isn’t right, somehow.”


  The Chief Engineer came to Rikard where he stood watching the first harsh glare of sunrise creep over the heights of Copernicus. The barbarian leaned heavily on his woman. He had taken many hurts.


  Laon’s old face was drawn with weariness; there was no great triumph in him. “It’s over,” he said. “It was a bloody, horrible business, but we hold the entire city now, all levels; the nobles are our prisoners and the Mayor is our puppet and the Temple is victorious. Thanks to you, my friend.”


  “There is more to do,” said Rikard. “The armies will hear about this, out in the conquered provinces, and many of them, at least, won’t like it. There’ll be hard fighting to hold what we have.”


  “Oh, yes. Though I think with some diplomacy, and with the provinces restless at their backs, they may decide—well, we must see. And afterward there is much more to do, generations of work—Are you with us, Rikard?”


  “I suppose so. I’ll have to think about it. Nyrac should not be a mere province, but—well—I’ll think about it.”


  “At least,” said Laon, “we can rest a little while now.”


  “It’s over, darling, darling,” whispered Leda. “The fight is over.”


  Rikard held her close, but he was thinking of the armies beyond the city, and the restlessness of the conquered towns and the ruthless will of those still free; of the long task of raising men turned into brutes by centuries of injustice and oppression, of making them free and fit to use their freedom, and of all the evil elements which would be seeking to thwart that goal; of the still greater war to be fought by quiet men. In the Temple, the war to regain the lost wisdom of the ancients, the battle which would hammer out the long road back to Earth.


  “No, Leda,” he said, very softly, “it’s just beginning.”


  Sequel


  Ben Smith


  Jubil had had his chance. But he’d washed out of the Academy while his friends went on to greatness —and to death. He’d missed the boat at every turn. But now there were no turns left, with raw space around him and death waiting on a lonely asteroid. . . .


  Jubil drifted slowly, alone except for the phosphorescent star shine that filtered through the face-plate of his suit. He was resting, conserving the oxygen that hissed steadily and quietly through the Valve near his neck. It was time for peace; there had been too much violence already.


  Once, as his body continued its involuntary and aimless turning, Jubil saw the dark hull of the Mercury II, the outer access door firmly closed now and the stern beginning to fluoresce with the secondary radiation that betokened the firing of the drives. Still, Jubil could feel no anger at Radik.


  When the crew had conspired to mutiny, when Radik, Olgan and the rest had decided to take over the operation of the Mercury II, at that time had been the need for honest anger. Jubil had hesitated weakly instead, had chosen to be a bystander and had suffered the fate of the average non-participant; he had been outcast from the closed circle of both friend and enemy. Kane, once Captain of the Mercury II, was now dead and his discharred body drifting somewhere in the spatial wilderness.


  “Have you changed your thinking, Jubil?” It was Radik’s voice in the helmet phones and Jubil could almost see the heavy face with its fringe of spaceblack beard. Jubil rested, listening to the cosmic interference in his R-link equipment.


  “Jubil! Jubil Marken! Have you changed your mind?”


  “Radik—” Jubil formed the words slowly, using his lips only and breathing shallowly. “Piracy suits you, Radik. You are one of the ruthless . . .”


  Jubil could hear Radik’s throaty chuckle. “A dead man of honor is still dead, Jubil.” The communication circuit went silent except for the buzz of voices in the background. Jubil drifted on, conscious of the fact that he was moving but so full of the lethargy of the moment that he neglected it. What would it be like, this bit of time that was left? It had been an hour since Jubil had been forcibly ejected from the access door of the Mercury II; the flask at his back carried oxygen for four. Three hours of life—while around his slowly turning body was the agelessness of endless space. Jubil smiled, just a little, conscious of the fact that he felt no fear. The die was cast now; he had made his decision finally, and he did not regret it.


  “There is space-craft in Sector 180, Jubil,” it was Radik again, “Racon has just reported it. But they’ll miss you by at least ten parsecs. Have you changed your mind?”


  “No.”


  “Very well.” Jubil could see the pulsing of the Mercury’s drives, now. Radik was taking no chances on the strange ship still light years away from his stern being patrol. “Good news for you, Jubil. You are in the gravitational field of an asteroid. You can’t see it, yet; it’s directly above you. But you’ll drift to it and cling like a snail on a stone for as long as time itself. Goodbye, Jubil.”


  Strange, Jubil thought, that there was no anger in him now. There should be oxygen enough for a good two hours yet, so this eerie ennui could not be the prelude to a rising carbon dioxide quotient. A normal man would be bitter, perhaps even hysterical in his anger and his fear of death. Yet there was only this peaceful drifting toward the still-invisible asteroid that hung in space above his own head. Jubil closed his eyes, shutting out the phosphorescence of the velvet that was space. The exhaust of the Mercury II might still be in sight. If so, it was not visible through the restriction of the plastic face-plate of Jubil’s suit. Jubil found himself wondering where Kane could have drifted since the captain’s inert body had been shoved out of the Mercury II’s access door. Perhaps, even now, it was bound, like a rudderless ship, toward the selfsame asteroid that would be Jubil’s last and permanent home.


  Thinking of Kane, Jubil remembered also Schoenbirk, the erratic genius whose mathematical theorizing was used in the design of the Schoenbirk-Halsted De-Fouling Gear. Had it been years, or lifetimes ago, when the three of them had been undergraduates together at the Academy?


  Schoenbirk, working with the high electrostatic-potentials necessary to insure the exhaust of opposite-sign waste from the complex guts of the atomic drive had been blown to pieces by the accumulation of the very thing his device was designed to prevent. Random electrical forces gathering around the discharge ring until their workable mass became great enough to enter and initiate a chain reaction in the fuel storage tank. Along with Schoenbirk had gone even the tremendously heavy concrete walls of the laboratory. All that, however, had been after Jubil had washed out of the Academy and gone into the space-freighters as a Drive-Engineer. In the intervening years, Jubil had become thoroughly familiar with the perfected Schoenbirk-Halsted . . .


  Kane! There was a man who had made the Academy his own playground. Kane had passed with the greatest of ease, worked his way through astro-navigation, the Allen Drives, spacetime computations . . .


  Jubil grimaced wryly. It had been the latter with its advanced mathematics that had been his own downfall. So Kane had gone on to the first officer berth in a gilded passenger liner while Jubil developed radiation scars on his hands from “in the hole” engineering on decrepit freighters.


  And the great leveller had met and conquered them all . . .


  Schoenbirk, even in the explosion that took his life; had accomplished a great thing: the discovery of the final flaw in the De-Fouling Gear that had lived after him. For without proper removal of the ionized waste from its drive engines, the largest freighter became an ever-accumulating and treacherously unstable fissionable pile.


  Kane—one of the legendary figures of the history of astronavigation. Kane with his Academy background and his proud but personable air had become one of the most talked-of Space captains who had ever lived. Jubil could still, in memory, see Kane, standing spread-kneed on the bridge of the Comet, one of the first; later the Wanderer, the first of the luxury space liners. The Mercury, and the Mercury II, the super-ships that made week-end excursion flights that spanned from galaxy to galaxy.


  A misplaced decimal point and a misplaced trust and the greatness of Schoenbirk and Kane lay behind them. Even as his drifting body, cumbersome in the space-suit, touched the asteroid, Jubil was aware of a strange weariness that invaded every part of him except his mind. At least, the waning oxygen would leave him his thoughts.


  He rested, conserving his strength. For what reason? The thing that was to happen was as certain as Fate and as unavoidable by the machinations of man. Was it, after all, because Jubil was prey to anger? No. He was now too near death for anger to seem important.


  The face of the asteroid was cold and Jubil lay against it, held as lightly as a maiden’s kiss by the ounce or so of gravity.


  He was smiling as the darkness of space was suddenly brilliantly lighted. Spears of bluish flame, each with its tip of crimson, spread across the warp of time, and subconsciously Jubil found himself waiting for the shock wave. Then he laughed. In space there was no atmosphere; he would never be buffeted by the blast that had destroyed the Mercury II and the mutineer Radik.


  Jubil thought again of the hellish radiation to which he had exposed himself. There was no other way. To destroy the delicate regulating linkage of the Schoenbirk-Halsted, a man must enter the combustion chamber where the pilot-piles idled. There had been just time enough for that, before Radik had sent for him.


  Had there been ample oxygen, Jubil Marken knew that he would only have lived until his radiation-seared heart painfully failed to function. But, thanks to Radik, Jubil had been spared both the disintegration of the Mercury II and an agonizing death from slow radiation burn.


  He was, Jubil reflected, as effective in his own way as was Schoenbirk and Kane. In the end, he was still an Academy man with them. He was peacefully smiling as he twisted tight the oxygen valve at his throat . . .


  Breathes There a Man


  Charles E. Fritch


  Someone in the place where Dunlop worked was an agent of the World Bureau Investigation. But how could they suspect him at a time like this? His tracks were covered and tangled until even Julie had no knowledge of them. Then the robot came. . . .


  Arthur Dunlop busied himself over the blueprints, as though he had a deep and sincere interest in them, unmindful of the scurry of sounds in the office. The incessant clicking of electronic typewriters, muffled though they were, combined to form a hum of angry bees. Papers shuffled that were important somehow to the welfare of the State, and men and women sat and looked at them, checking and rechecking, checking and rechecking, for it was important that nothing should go wrong, any place, in even the slightest aspect.


  The small square of paper had been dropped on his desk unobtrusively, and for a brief moment he had stared at it in surprise. Then he covered it with a casual hand and glanced up in apparent thoughtfulness. A blonde girl was making her way down the space between rows of metalloid desks, a bundle of vital-appearing documents in her hands. Arthur studied the swaying body, as though that were the only thought on his. mind, but the paper burned curiously at his palm.


  He returned quickly to his work of checking blueprints, for idleness even in a trusted employee was looked upon with suspicion. He bent over the three-dimensional diagram, feigning interest, and slowly opened the folded square of paper. On it were written the words: “WBI. Careful.” The words leaped up at him in a green ink that would fade in seconds, leaving no trace.


  He crushed the paper in his hand, trying hard not to look around him. WBI. World Bureau of Investigation. Did they suspect? he wondered. He thrust the thought from his mind and made a conscious effort to study .the drawing on his desk.


  Drawing 2b, one-tenth of the plan for a respirator, newly-designed and improved, streamlined for the year 2108. Arthur could just imagine the advertising they’d do on this model. But the other thought crowded it aside: the underground knew there was a WBI man in the office.


  And just why would there be a WBI man here? Routine? Possibly. Yet more likely, somebody smelled a rat. This was no time for plans to go awry.


  He looked up, glancing with apparent disinterest at the faces near him hovering over their respective desks. They, too, were busy with blueprints. Part 3d of a new atomic engine. Part 14c of a three-dimensional television set designed to bring in bigger and better commercials. Et cetera. Et cetera. For security reasons, no two worked at the same project.


  He scanned their faces, searching for something indefinable, something that might outwardly betray hidden thoughts. There was Hawkins, a middle-aged, eagle-faced person, been with the local office of State Enterprises for more than twenty years—unquestionably loyal to the government. Merker, a chubby person with shifting eyes behind thin-lensed glasses; he was okay, for shifting eyes or not, they had all been checked, even as he had been checked. And Austen, the newcomer, only’ twenty-five and fresh from college, a nervous; restless type of person; he was the most likely suspect for a WBI man, although some might think it would be too obvious—which might in turn tend to prove the point.


  Arthur shrugged mentally and returned to his work. He stared at the design of coils and condensers and wires and felt a little sick, which was strange for he should have become used to it by now. This: design, together with nine others, would form the complete pattern for printing a mechanism on a thin disc which would be inserted in the watch-like affair known as a respirator. It was somehow ironic, he thought that he should be working on it.


  His intercom buzzed and he reached to flick on the switch. A business-like voice said: “Dunlop, this is Samson, can you come in for a minute?”


  “Of course,” Arthur said calmly, but he wondered what his superior wanted. First, the note about a WBI man; now this.


  The big door marked “Charles L. Samson, Mgr., Dept. 40” confronted him. As he neared it, electric eyes probed him, timed his approach, opened the door automatically.


  Charles L. Samson, Mgr., Dept. 40, graying and cleanly mustached, was intently studying a sheet of paper on which were typewritten several paragraphs. Arthur drew to a halt before the man’s desk, unconsciously fidgeting mentally and wondering if the item of interest on that paper concerned him.


  The manager carefully put the paper down and raised his eyes. “Everything okay, Dunlop?”


  “Simply great,” he answered automatically.


  The older man leaned back in his chair. “Dunlop,” he said, “you’ve been here for some time now, I believe.”


  “Five years this month,” Arthur supplied, trying to put pride in his voice.


  “Precisely,” Samson agreed. “And because you have been a loyal and dependable worker,” he smiled blandly, “you’ll find a little something extra in your pay envelope from now on.”


  Arthur breathed a sudden sigh of relief. So that was it, the automatic pay increase. It meant no financial gain, of course, since he would also automatically be put in a higher tax bracket which would just offset the increase. Pay raises were for “morale” purposes only.


  “Thank you, sir,” Arthur said, hoping he sounded as though he meant it.


  “Quite all right,” Samson said, turning once more to his papers.


  “Yes, sir.” Arthur strode, relieved, from the office.


  The rest of the workday passed uneventfully and it was time to leave. The soft hum of preparations testified to that. Plans were folded, locked securely into desks, and workers filed past probing mechanical eyes that scanned them for anything hidden. Doors whirred open electrically, and humanity poured through them into tubecars which hissed with sickening speed to the helibus terminal.


  Arthur flowed into a helibus with the others, and his heart gave a sudden jump as he saw a familiar blonde form ahead of him. Julie! He wormed his way forward and sank onto the air-cushion beside her. She did not look at him. The helibus lurched skyward.


  She was staring out the window, at the blue sky and the cloudfaces and the sun beginning to dip low at the horizon. The building they had left glowed with the million setting-suns reflected from its great bank of windows. After awhile, her fingers moved restlessly. Arthur Dunlop watched them idly. The movements were swift, seemingly random but actually precise and predetermined.


  They said: “I couldn’t hesitate at your desk; I had to take a chance with the note.”


  Arthur glanced complacently about him, stifling a yawn. His fingers rippled: “Who is the WBI agent?”


  “Underground doesn’t know—yet,” she told him silently. “Meet me tonight.”


  “Will I see the leader?” he asked.


  “Meet me tonight,” was all she would reply.


  He nodded, as though to himself, and stared at the signs adorning the inside of the bus. Names made familiar by television leaped at him. There was Ronson, Franklin, Stallman, Eliot, names of all kinds to give the impression of existence to a long-dead free enterprise; all were government owned, competing to enhance the illusion.


  Who was the leader, he wondered, and why the secrecy? Some government bigwig probably, who kept his secret from all but a few. Well, time would tell.


  He glanced out the window at the countryside rushing below. Trees. Green fields. The beginnings of the city of small square dwellings. A man got up, went to the rear of the helibus. After awhile, Arthur rose, went down the aisle to the exit platform. He paused for a minute, and then he stepped into space.


  The air. whirled about him; twin rotors, appearing from his clothing, churned and scraped the air, lowering him gently through the five hundred’ feet to the ground. Overhead, the helibus continued its prescribed journey, discharging passengers who resembled fluttering insects. He came to rest gently atop his roof, and the rotors ceased and folded invisibly beneath his coat.


  The moon had risen well into the twilight sky, that moon which only a few hundred years before had furnished lovers with inspiration. Now, looking at it, one thought inevitably of the Lunar Prison Colony’ that occupied its entire surface, of the persons who had been sentenced to spend years on its ugly barren wasteland. Inspiration came possibly, but it was of a different nature.


  He descended into the house, into the single room that was bedroom, living room, parlor. Helen, brunette and beautiful, attired in the semi-transparent slacks that were the decreed style, rose from the couch and gave him a wifely peck on the cheek.


  “Everything okay?” she asked, not appearing particularly interested. The standard question.


  “Simply great,” he said.


  He settled into a hard plastic chair, uncomfortable but designed to improve posture.


  The television set was blaring: “Nothing, could be greater than to. have a respirator made by Fra-a-a-a-nklin!” On the 40-inch screen a happy couple, Franklin respirators on their happy wrists, were bouncing happily across a miniature solar system, using planets for stepping stones.


  I must be an atavist, he thought. How can people actually put up with this stuff. He could not subdue the grimace that rose automatically, but he managed to turn it into a grin as he saw Helen looking at him curiously.


  “Something funny?”


  “Nothing in particular.” He couldn’t very well tell her he thought a government-sponsored commercial was amusing. That was the equivalent of treason, for which the Lunar Prison Colony had been constructed.


  Not that Helen wasn’t understanding. Their marriage had been lacking in many things, true, but she was inclined to be fair and broadminded on. most issues which were not controlled. But when it came, to things like the State and its directives, most people got emotionally patriotic. It was something like trying to discuss religion a century-earlier, except that in the present case arguments could be easily, won by sending the “treasonous”, person to the prison satellite. The law made plain what was right and what was not.


  “I was just thinking,” he said, hoping to explain the grimace, “about a fellow at the office. He suggested that we should get a rebate on the airtax, because, we don’t utilize all the air we breathe in.”


  “You reported him, of course.”


  “Worse than that. We told him if he didn’t like it he could stop breathing. Crime doesn’t pay anymore.”


  “I should hope not,” she said, and she seemed perfectly serious.


  There was no point in arguing with Helen, so he didn’t. She apparently had little interest in politics other than a layman’s desire to see justice prevail, and if the government wanted to tax the air they breathed, why—let them; they were taxing everything else.


  That’s why he found himself drawn irresistibly to Julie; she wasn’t a slave to convention. That’s why he liked to meet her in the darkness of the outside, when the curfew forbade anyone venturing into the night—at least, that was one reason. She was part of the forbidden fruit he secretly desired and vowed would have.


  A government official’s benign face appeared on the television screen to announce the Super State program. The World Flag materialized, waving in a studio-inspired breeze, and a chorus chanted: “Super State, Super State, Simply great is Super Sta-a-ate!”


  “Sixty minutes of uninterrupted commercial,” Arthur Dunlop thought with distaste. Plays and songs subtly presented to show that contemporary living was equivalent to a golden age. He was careful, however, not to let his face reveal his mind’s opinion.


  “The airtax man will be around to read the meter tonight,” Helen reminded him.


  “Fine,” he murmured, but already he was only half-aware of the world around him as he dozed while appearing outwardly alert.


  There was a time, he remembered vaguely, when there were no such things as respirators, when the air you breathed was free. For twenty of his thirty-four years he had known that golden era. There were taxes, of course, but only on the food you ate, the money you earned, the entertainment you saw, et-cetera, almost ad infinitum. Air, it seemed—much to the government’s evident dissatisfaction—was an untaxable commodity, a luxury which even the poor could enjoy without restriction.


  Then came the war. The war that caused all peoples to finally unite under one government to insure peace. Arthur Dunlop knew of the war, for he was a part of it. He fought back to preserve his life, and they gave him a medal for it, a piece of cloth and metal which indicated that he was lucky enough to survive. It was another war to make the world safe for something or other, and he still recalled with a shudder the Battle of Boston, the Siege of New York, the great topplings of great cities into greater dust.


  To counteract the poisonous by-products of civilized weapons, the respirators had been developed—small watch-like mechanisms that enabled the wearers to breathe in practically any atmosphere. After the war, they had been adapted to a new use.


  “What?” Arthur Dunlop said.


  Helen was extending a carton marked “6-C.”


  “Mealtime,” she declared.


  He took the box, another development of the Last War, and opened it-. Standardization was the keynote, he remembered, for in that there is unity. Standardization of clothing, of living, of eating, of thinking.


  He plopped a pill marked “steak” into his mouth, nibbled absently at the ones labeled “bread” and “potatoes and gravy,” and then followed with a pill called “coffee.” It might have been funny had he been able to view the scene objectively, but the time when he had been able to do that had long passed. They were the best government-made pills and tasted not a bit like their labels.


  From the television set, an enthusiastic voice declared: “Ronson Rotors are the best, Try the thousand foot drop test, Be convinced it’ll break your fall, Ronson Rotors are the best of all!”


  Furiously, Arthur Dunlop chewed on his pill marked “apple pie.”


  There was a knock at the door. “Air tax,” an authoritative voice called, and the door slid open to reveal an impassionate face surrounded by uniform. “Your respirators, please,” the face directed in a monotone. “Monthly check.”


  Arthur Dunlop extended his wrist, and the man, frowning importantly, noted several numbers from the respirator dial and wrote them in a small black book; he carefully examined the part that would tell if the device had been removed.


  Arthur resisted an impulse to ask the man for a refund for the Carbon Dioxide he had exhaled during the past month to see what reaction he might get. But the man, eager to get ahead, would welcome the opportunity to report someone less patriotic than he, and there would follow an investigation. Investigations were taken as a matter of course, naturally, and even investigators were being investigated with confusing regularity. But under the present circumstances, Arthur could hardly afford the risk. Entirely too much was at stake.


  “You could use a new respirator,” the air tax man said in the tone of a man who had said this same thing many times before.


  “Yes,” Arthur agreed mechanically. “What kind would you Suggest?”


  “What kinds do you like?” the man said testily.


  Arthur named the various kinds and the merits professed by each, to show that he had been attentive to the telecasts. The man, secure in the knowledge that Arthur was loyal to the cause, left.


  Arthur sighed a vague sigh that could mean almost anything and watched Helen stretch her long limbs, smooth and sensuous beneath their thin coverings. He wondered what thoughts, if any, were in her mind, but her lovely face was vacuous and non-committal as she reclined to dutifully watch the screen as a good citizen should.


  The evening grew old, and with its aging came the insistence of various televised personalities that, each product cavorting about the. screen was undoubtedly the best possible, and anyone who didn’t agree was most certainly an idiot of the most idiotic sort. Actually, since the government directed the manufacture of all commodities, it mattered little which product was bought, so long as they were bought. Finally—


  “Time to go to bed,” a grand-fatherly individual intoned gently from, the set. ““Remember: to bed and to rise at a time not late, makes one healthy and wise for the Super State.”


  Arthur grimaced at the benign gentleman’s countenance, but Helen set about pushing the buttons that would transform the room into a bedroom. Tables slid from sight, twin beds appeared, the lights dimmed.


  They undressed in the dimness, without conversation, as they had these many years. It was as though they were separated by miles instead of only a few feet, each unaware of the other’s presence.


  “I’m going to grab a fast shower,” he told her and headed for the shower stall. He heard her answering murmur, as he closed the door of the airtight cubicle. Fingers ran over the dials, and invisible rays caressed his naked body, cleansing it of impurities with swift silent radiation.


  When he stepped once more into the main room, Helen was lying unmoving on her bed. The television set was blank, and an almost inaudible hypnotic hum came from it, soothing, compelling, lulling. He sat on the edge of the bed, listening in fascination to the sound. Slowly, it faded, slowly, slowly. . . .


  He caught himself starting to doze, and he sat upright on the bed straining to hear the evasive hum. He shook his head violently to clear it. He wondered how many persons were aware that the noise was actually a high-frequency voice-recording which in effect hypnotized persons into sleep, and then instilled into each one’s subconsciousness a faith in the glories of the government. Yet. even when you knew, it was difficult to resist.


  Stealthily, he rose and dressed again in dark silence. He then made his way across the room to the shower stall, entered, closed the door securely. A manipulation of the dials, a soft pressure on a portion of one wail, and a section slid back to reveal a radio apparatus.


  Arthur put the microphone to his lips, spoke swiftly into it, making contact. A furtive voice, crackled and staticky answered in code. Arthur gave his part of the ritual.


  “Right,” the voice said, relaxing a bit. “Everything okay?”


  “Simply great,” Arthur said, putting a smile into the phrase. It was good to hear George Keating’s voice again. “How’s everything up there?”


  “Not bad. Nobody suspects anything as far as we know. Shipments are getting a bit slow, but I expect they’ll be heavier before long. Ready to spring it?”


  “Yes,” Arthur said. “Oh, one thing though,” frowning, “the underground suspects there’s a WBI man in my unit.”


  “Anything further? Have they narrowed him down at all.”


  “I don’t think so. I’m going to a meeting tonight; I managed to talk Julie into it. If I can, I’ll contact you later.”


  “Right-o.”


  Arthur closed the circuit and sealed the. wall again, turning the dials to a random location. He opened the door of the cubicle and peered cautiously into the gloom. He thought he detected a furtive movement, but it was only Helen turning on the bed.


  He crossed the room, noiselessly ascended to the roof and leaped outward. Blades unfolded to churn the darkness. It was a Stallman Rotor—their commercials seemed the least offensive—and it deposited him gently beside his house; just as gently as any Ronson would have done.


  Ahead of him, the stars glittered frostily in the night. He breathed the crystal air in great intakes of breath, trying not to remember it was taxed. Lines from Walter Scott leaped unaccountably to his mind: “Breathes there a man,” he thought, “with soul so dead, who never to himself hath said, ‘This is my own, my native land.’ ” He felt the last word could be justly changed to “air” to fit this overtaxed era in which he lived.


  The moon was out, and he stopped to stare at it. Across its surface, in letters of fire, were the words: “Buy Air Bonds, A Solid Investment.” There was little practical need for the ad; pay deductions were arbitrary. Shaking his head sadly, Arthur Dunlop walked into the night.


  Night beckoned, and Arthur Dunlop followed its call. He went willfully, but he could not have resisted had he wanted to. The streets were dark, lit only by the moon and the stars, and houses were dark phantoms rising in the night, their. owners lulled to sleep by the omnipresent television’ receivers. But he tried not to think of that. He thought of the cool velvet evening which lay before him, and of the girl who waited quietly in the shadows of a deserted park.


  He thought of that as he walked into the night, and he thought also of things more serious, and suddenly—


  —a voice cried: “Stop!” It was a mechanical voice, tinny, without emotion. “It is the time of curfew. You are not allowed out. Your name?”


  Arthur stood, petrified, and stared at a black robot face before him. He heard a click, loud in the darkness, and knew that his picture had been taken.


  The sound jarred him from his immobility, and he turned and scampered into the darkness.


  “Stop,” the robot commanded, “Stop!” and a shaft of light darted from its forehead, piercing the darkness, shriveling grass beneath Arthur’s feet. But the ray missed him, and he darted down the-street, amid the pounding echoes of his flight.


  After several blocks, he threw himself panting into a doorway and looked back down the street. Nothing. Silence and moonlight and darkness, and only his own labored breathing while his chest rose and fell in unaccustomed gasps.


  But they had his picture! In seconds, a giant machine could find a similar picture in its files, complete with every detail of information concerning him. They might get him before the work was complete. If he could only evade them until he could turn this to advantage. He felt in his pocket for the radioactive silver disc he knew was there.


  Down the street, a shadow moved, and he held his breath. In a shaft of moonlight, black metal glinted darkly. With a muffled cry he slipped from the doorway and flew down the street, trying to still the noise, he made. Behind him, no sounds came to indicate pursuit.


  He darted across the street, went into an alley, crossed another street. Finally, he came to the park. He stopped. Fearfully, he looked behind him. No one. He walked forward.


  The park was a mass of tree and shadow, indistinguishable. Softly, he called, “Julie.” No answer. “Julie.”


  A gentle movement, and someone disengaged from the shadows, glided to him. Someone soft and warm—and feminine. He could smell the elusive taint of her perfume even before she entered his arms.


  “You’re late,” she said.


  “I was detained.”


  She looked sharply at him. “Trouble?”


  “I—I don’t know. A robot surprised me. He took my picture.”


  “A robot!” she said in alarm, drawing away from him. “They probably already know who you are. Were you followed?”


  “Part of the way, but I think I dropped him.”


  “You think?” Her tone was worried. “Do you realize you might have led him here. We can’t go to the meeting place now. They’ll be searching for you.”


  “And they’ll find me if I stay here,” he said mournfully. “Now, you’ve got to take me, Julie. I’ve got to go someplace.”


  “Where?” she said. “Where can anyone go—except up there? With a motion of her head she indicated the moon, hanging like a grim reminder of the Prison Colony it contained. She shook her head. “I should’ve suspected it when that WBI man showed up. Somehow they’ve gotten wise to you. Do you realize you’ve jeopardized our entire position?”


  “I didn’t mean to—”


  “It matters very little whether or no-t you meant to,” Julie said sharply; “the fact is, you’ve done it.” Her tone softened, “I’m sorry, Arthur, it’s just that—”


  “I understand how you feel,” Arthur said gently, taking her in his arms. “Believe me, Julie, everything will turn out all right.”


  “I hope so,” Julie said, “Well, we have to do something; we can’t stay here.”


  “Take me to the hiding place, Julie,” he begged; “we can work out something from there.”


  She looked at him briefly, considering the alternatives, her mind torn between affection for him and fear for the underground’s safety. He knew she was recalling the many plans they had made for when all this was over, the legal matter of Helen, their home in a world where the air was free.


  “If I stay here they will get me,” he reasoned. “At least we have a chance the other way—if we hurry!”


  In sudden determination, she said, “Come on, then.”


  She took him by the hand and led him deeper into the park. During the year he had been an unofficial member of the underground, supplying them with blueprints, he had never seen their headquarters, but he suspected it was close by, right under the noses of the authorities, and Julie did not disappoint him. She led him to a stoneblock monument commemorating heroes of the Last War, and effortlessly pushed aside one of the blocks to reveal the darkness of a tunnel.


  “Follow me,” she directed and disappeared.


  Arthur did, but first he dropped the silver disc a few feet away. When they were in the tunnel, Julie closed the entrance again and produced a flashlight. By its beams, they made their way downward.


  They walked for perhaps a half-mile, when the tunnel broadened into what seemed a cavern. Their footsteps echoed from the opposite wall with a click-click-click, click-click-click.


  “The old subway,” Julie explained, her voice hollow, and Arthur nodded. With the coming of the helibus system many years ago, the. subways had been discarded and their entrances sealed and checked periodically. Of course, they couldn’t know about the monument entrance. At least, they hadn’t, Arthur amended, thinking of the silver disc whose emanations could now be easily picked up by the robots.


  “Here we are,” Julie said, after awhile, coming to a halt before a door. She tapped carefully with the flashlight according to a prearranged signal. The door slid open slightly, emitting a finger of light from the room’s glowtube. A man’s face appeared to survey the corridor briefly, then the door went wide.


  They entered a large room and the door slid into place behind them. Arthur strained his eyes, blinded temporarily by the light. Unfamiliar faces stared at him, about twenty of them. Men and women of all ages. He started suddenly. There, grinning pleasantly at him, was Austen, the young fellow from the office.


  “Are we all here?” Julie wanted to know.


  “Yes, we were waiting for you,” a voice said.


  Arthur whirled. “You?”


  “Everything okay, Dunlop?” Samson asked, smiling.


  “Simply great,” he answered, a little weakly.


  “What kept you?” Samson asked Julie.


  “He was delayed by a robot.”


  “What?”


  Austen was at the door, frowning. “I thought I heard a noise.” His voice was a whisper.


  Samson pulled out a gun. He glared at Dunlop. “If they followed you—”


  The door gave way with a sudden blast that threw them all to the floor. In the smoking entrance a robot appeared. With an effort, Samson forced himself erect and leveled his blaster.


  Before he could fire, Arthur leaped at the man, wrenched the weapon from his fingers. Then the robot was in the room, then another, and another, their forehead-rays ready for instant use. There was no escape.


  “Arthur!” Julie cried hoarsely.


  “There’s your WBI man,” Samson accused.


  Arthur smiled crookedly and held on to the blaster in his hand. He did not look at Julie, for there was silent contempt and shame in her eyes.


  The trial was short and simple, for justice had ceased to be a complicated thing and was governed by facts considered in the light of pre-established premises. To offset any possibility of human error, a great machine unemotionally sifted and weighed facts presented to it and arrived at a decision. Either those accused were guilty or they were not guilty, and obviously they were, so the trial itself and Arthur’s testimony were matters of formality. The prisoners were, of course, duly convicted and sentenced to life on the Lunar Prison Colony, where life was rumored to be not long.


  However, an unexpected development arose. The Court, it seems, had fed also into the machine various newly discovered facts concerning Arthur Dunlop, and the machine, with a figurative eye prefocused on State security, had arrived at a further pronouncement.


  “You are to be commended,” the Court said, as spokesman for the machine, “for your excellent work as a member of the World Bureau of Investigation. However, there is a little matter of a radio set concealed in your home—”


  Arthur’s face went white. Helen, he thought. That movement in the darkness—she hadn’t been asleep! Of course. She was loyal to the cause, even to the extent of betraying her husband; perhaps she even suspected about Julie. He almost laughed aloud.


  “But that was for emergency use,” he pleaded, knowing it would do no good, “to contact the WBI when necessary.”


  “That may be,” the Court conceded. “However, it was unauthorized, and it is even possible that its use might be harmful to the State. Until we can investigate further, you will be sentenced to a temporary term of one year on the Lunar Prison Colony, after which your case will be automatically up for review. I understand you applied for Lunar duty. This will give you an excellent opportunity to become acquainted with conditions firsthand.”


  The Court’s gavel fell, an archaic but effective symbol of the passing of judgment. He did not look at the other prisoners who sat gloating nearby, even in the losing of their cause. Strange, Arthur Dunlop thought almost unemotionally, the way things had turned out . . .


  The Lunar Prison ship came down out of the sky like a grav-metal coffin, settling with infinite slowness to the dock where the prisoners waited silently. The airlock opened and a gangplank stretched its finger towards them. A blond uniformed man strode from the ship, his Captain’s bars glinting in the afternoon sunlight.


  The Earthguard came forward, holding out a list of names. “Some additions to your labor camp, my dear Captain,” he said jovially.


  “And welcome they’ll be,” the Captain said, an indefinable glint in his eyes. “We have a lot of work to accomplish up there.”


  “So I’ve heard,” the guard said.


  The Captain smiled. “You haven’t heard the half of it,” he said, winking, and the guard guffawed.


  “All right, all right,” Samson growled irritably. “If we’re going, let’s go.”


  “Patience, friend,” the blond Captain admonished. “Right this way now, that’s right, through the airlock, take your seats as I call them off. Dunlop, one; Samson, two; Austen, three . . .”


  Arthur filed’ silently into the spaceship, Samson and Julie and the others behind him. He took a seat and looked around.He cried out at what he saw, and then Samson’s hands were upon his neck, squeezing with the fury of a man possessed by one thought. He felt his breath being cut off, the room darken. They fell into the aisle. He could hear shouts of vengeance around him, and he thought he heard Julie’s frantic voice telling them to stop. Julie—


  The airlock clanged with awful finality, and there was a sickening rush as the spaceship darted aloft. Uncushioned bodies flew, and Arthur felt the pressure on his throat ease.


  He blinked open his eyes, forced himself erect. The blond Captain was. bending over him. “You okay?”


  “Still alive, George,” he said, massaging his throat, “but I think we’d better tell them before I need a new head.”


  “George?” Julie said, puzzled. “You two know each other?”


  “We were in the war together,” the Captain said.


  Arthur rose unsteadily. “I’d like you people to meet my best friend, George Keating.”


  “But—”


  “We decided some time ago that Earth is no place for an underground movement,” Arthur said. “There’s too much secrecy, too much danger involved in the slightest movement away from the established pattern. People are too involved with the Super State idea and the dangers to their own particular skins.” Like my wife, Helen, he thought to himself.


  “There’s one place, though,” George Keating supplied, “where the inhabitants are in perfect accord with overthrowing the government as it now exists.”


  “Where?” Samson asked skeptically.


  “Where else,” Arthur told him, smiling, “but the Moon, on the prison colony where people were sent because they didn’t like the way things were turning out politically. and otherwise on Earth. It was a comparatively simple matter to replace the guards with our own group.”


  “Then,” Julie exclaimed, “then you were in on this all the time. It was part of a plan.”


  Arthur nodded. “All except Helen’s turning me in, which was unexpected but just as well I suppose. We’re almost ready for the ultimatum, and we wanted this group to aid us, which is why I betrayed you. We could have whisked you away secretly, but there was greater danger in that and the disappearance of an individual, much less a group, couldn’t go unnoticed in that society. Besides, this way they’ll be more complacent.”


  “As I told that guard,” Keating added, “we’ve still got a lot of work to do, chiefly on the other side of the Moon where Earth can’t see—put the finishing touches on spaceships we’ve been building, assemble the weapons and the guided missiles. A lot of work. We may not have to use them—I hope we don’t—but they’ll be ready, just in case.”


  Samson wet his lips. “It’s a big project,” he said testily.


  “Of course,” Arthur admitted, smiling. He indicated a porthole. “But look at Earth down there.”


  They crowded to see. It was a large green ball, glowing iridescently, becoming smaller as they approached the prison colony that was not a prison colony. Julie shrank into Arthur’s arms.


  “It’s beautiful,” she said.


  Austen said, “Why, it looks fragile, like you could reach out from here and—and smash it.” There was awe and wonder in his voice.


  “You can,” Keating said, “if necessary.” His eyes narrowed. “It’s a perfect target, a sitting duck from the sky. Who owns the Moon, controls Earth.”


  “I’d like to apologize,” Samson said, offering his outstretched hand to Arthur.


  “Me, too,” Julie said.


  “I’ll accept both apologies,” Arthur Dunlop said, “but from you, Julie, I won’t settle for a handshake.”


  Julie took the hint.


  “We have a lot of time yet, so we may as well all relax,” Keating announced. “Arthur and I can brief you on the situation as it stands.” He grinned. “If he ever comes up for air!”


  They laughed the laughter of free men and gazed through the porthole at their destination. The bright face of the Moon floated towards them. Behind them, the Earth hung at peace—unsuspecting that anything had changed.


  To the Sons of Tomorrow


  Irving E. Cox, Jr.


  The Olympus could never return to her home planet; her crew was destined to live out their lives among the savages of this new planet. But savages could be weaned from their superstitions and set on the road to knowledge, Theusaman thought. Or could they?


  Baiel had always shown me the degree of respect prescribed in the Space Code. Aboard the Olympus we clashed only once, and that was when I ordered the emergency landing.


  “You’ve no right to risk it, Captain Theusaman,” he protested.


  “We can’t do anything else,” I answered. “We’re ninety-three million light years away from the Earth, and twenty-five outside the patrol area.”


  “Sir, this star sector is totally new to us!” Baiel was standing by the control panel, a tall, thin man in his early thirties. His face was hollowly angular, sun-bronzed and capped with a brush of thick, black hair. He looked away from the sight dome and I saw bitterness and anger blazing in his blue eyes. “This is an exploratory expedition, Captain Theusaman. We were sent out to record the conditions beyond the periphery of the Earth charts, and it’s vitally important for us to return with the data.”


  “I’m aware of that, Baiel.”


  “Then face the facts. We’ve blown our dorsal tubes and lost our emergency fuel. Unless we restock with fissionable material, we’ve no chance of getting back to Earth. You believe we can restock on that unknown planet out there, but—”


  “I know we can. I’ve seen the spectroanalysis; it doesn’t lie.”


  “Not in the statement of data. But—with the best of intentions—a man can lie in the generalization he draws from the data. The spectroanalysis tells us that planet out there has an atmosphere like ours. It tells us there’s an abundance of fissionable material in the mineral chemistry. But suppose it can’t be recovered with any of the machines we have aboard? If we land, we’ll have no chance of rising again.”


  “It’s a necessary risk.”


  “No, Captain Theusaman! We have almost enough energy in our functioning tubes to reach the outer fringe of the patrol area. From there we’d be close enough to beam an emergency call back to Earth. One of the patrols might pick it up in time to—”


  “Might,” I snapped. “I’m glad you recognize that as a possibility, Baiel.”


  “Even if none of us survives, our data will still be there; sooner or later an Earth ship would find the Olympus.”


  “You risk more than I do, Baiel.”


  “But our information would be saved for the scientific processors.”


  “I prefer to save the men. We know they can live on that planet, even if we find no fissionable material. The issue is settled.”


  “There’s one other consideration, Captain Theusaman. With our dorsal tubes gone, we can’t maneuver. Even you can understand, sir, that a crash-landing—”


  “I’ve given the orders, Baiel. Will you execute them, or must I have you cabinized for insubordination?”


  “Very well, sir.”


  He departed without saluting. Baiel was right, on both counts. I knew there was a chance he might be. Yet I had. made emergency landings before. Nothing had ever gone wrong.


  This time it did. As soon as we nosed into the stratosphere we were in trouble. The Olympus angled down too sharply. The gyrometers failed, since they were engineered to make use of the compensating drive from the dorsal tubes. I tried to bring the ship up into the freedom of space again, but the best I could manage was a slow, corkscrew dive toward the unknown planet.


  As we spun through the cloud wreath, I studied the globe carefully. Within limits, I could still select the place where I wanted to land. The planet was capped at both poles by gleaming ice fields which, spread down over the sphere like giant hands. Only a narrow equatorial band was free of ice. The landing site I chose was a wooded area at the edge of the glacier. The nearby ridge of jagged mountains suggested volcanic action, and the possible presence of the fissionable metals we wanted.


  We crash-landed at the base of the glacier, skipping over the ragged ice until the bow caught and shattered in a deep ice gorge. The safety stabilizers functioned in all the cabins that were not pierced by ice. Our heaviest casualties were among the tube-room crew and the astrographers. Only one of the scientists survived. I ordered station formation on the frozen meadow outside the ship. Baiel bawled out the roster, while I ticked off the names of the survivors: forty crewmen, none seriously wounded; one scientist, fatally hurt; and fifteen of the female staff of astrographical clerks. Counting Baiel and myself, we numbered fifty-eight.


  As the last of the names was read off, we stood for a moment shivering in the icy wind. Slowly Baiel looked up from the ship’s roll and let his blue eyes move along the buckled hulk of the Olympus. Then he glanced at me, and the set of his jaw was as coldly emotionless as the ice bank behind him.


  “Have you any further orders to give, Captain Theusaman?” His tone was frankly insolent. I clenched my fists, but checked the response I might have made. Baiel and I were the only Space Officers with the expedition; any difference between us would be disastrous.


  “Turn all hands into the stern cabins,” I said, “and break out the landing gear. It’ll keep us warm. Detail five men to check on the damage, and have them report to me.”


  An hour later Baiel and I stood at the control panel reading through the list of damages. Remarkably little had happened—nothing, at least, that we could not repair with material we had at hand. We organized all survivors into repair crews of five each; even the women were given assignments.


  Baiel and I made preliminary soil tests for fissionable metals. The computer prognosis from such highly selective data is never infallible, but the probable degree of error is no more than .0006. Over a period of two hours we made five tests, with the same results. There was fissionable matter on the planet—no doubt of that—but it was locked in a chemical combination we could not release without building a giant separation plant such as we used on Earth.


  “Our data is too limited if we sample so close to the ship,” I told Baiel.


  “Possibly.” There was a long pause before he added the prescribed, “sir.”


  I nodded toward the hill sloping away from the glacier toward a forest of tangled pines. “We’ll make another test down there.” With a shrug, Baiel followed after me obediently.


  Three miles from the Olympus, in a thick grove of trees, we found the man. Naked, he lay bound over a heap of boulders, his dead eyes staring up at the sky. A gash had been torn in his chest and his blood had spilled out over chunks of glacial ice arranged in a crude pyramid beside him.


  To both of us, the sight of a man and the thing it implied was vaguely terrifying. For almost five centuries expeditions of Earthmen had explored the skies, slowly reaching beyond our own solar system toward the stars. Where the atmosphere was hospitable, we had built thriving colonies. But nowhere had we found a race of people like ourselves. The planets had been so consistently untenanted that we had grown to expect nothing else.


  Now here, on this unknown world, twenty-five million light years beyond the periphery of the Earth patrols—here we found men, men like ourselves!


  Baiel cut the thongs and lifted the rigid body oft the pile of rock. “If you don’t mind, Captain,” he said, “I’d like to examine—this—up in the ship lab. Since there’s a chance—just a chance, sir”—His sarcasm was unmistakable, “—that we’ll be staying here, I want to know what we’re up against.”


  Late that night, while the rest of the expedition slept, Baiel and I carried the body into the laboratory. Baiel performed a thoroughgoing, workman-like autopsy. It was impossible not to admire his efficiency and skill. We were momentarily united in the rising excitement of mutual curiosity.


  “There’s a fascinating structural similarity to our own,” Baiel pointed out. “Identical organs; identical blood composition. All the differences are minor—a smaller brain case, with a retreating forehead, and pronounced orbital ridges. And look at those teeth and the chinless jaw!”


  “In a way, it suggests Bonn’s Hypothesis,” I said.


  “Aubrey Bonn? Why, he’s the laughing stock of the Anthropological Academy. We’ve never found a whisper of evidence to suggest a basis for his Hypothesis.”


  “How could we? There have never been any people on any of the planets we’ve explored.”


  Baiel dropped his scalpel and stepped back from the table, kneading his chin thoughtfully.


  “Bonn said that an identical chemistry and atmosphere, plus identical time phase, would produce ah identical chronology of the species. This planet may do that. It should have been obvious when we had the negative tests for fissionable material. The Earth itself is the only planetary body we know where we’ve had to build separation plants to recover the metal.”


  “But, according, to Bonn’s Hypothesis, the resemblance should be exact.” With disgust, I glanced at the torn corpse on the table. “None of us has an idiot’s skull like that.”


  “We may have had once, Captain. You’re forgetting the time phase. This planet is the Earth as it was millennia in the past, in the age of the great glaciers. The ice cap here has obviously reached its maximum penetration. It will begin to recede now, decade by decade, and civilization will slowly take root where now there is nothing but primitive savagery.”


  “Civilization, out of that brain, Baiel?”


  He smiled at the ape-face of the corpse. “Not that, but the one that comes after. Perhaps the new man will evolve, Captain.” Baiel licked his lips thoughtfully. “Or perhaps he will be created.”


  “I don’t think I quite follow—”


  “Created by the gods!” Laughing, Baiel ripped off his laboratory jacket and flung it over the corpse. “I think, Captain, that we shouldn’t tell the others about him quite yet. You and I have some investigating to do first.”


  The next morning Baiel called me into the control room. When the door was shut, he turned up the viewscreen. By adjusting the angle of the beam, he had focused the projection upon the Olympus and the frozen terrain surrounding the ship in a ten mile radius.


  The ship lay on a tilted, empty meadow above a forest of pines. Five miles away a limestone cliff rose out of the forest. A crude, semicircular clearing was beneath the cliff and on it we saw a tribe of men and women gathered around a fire built at the mouth of a cave. Baiel turned up a section enlargement and we studied the men carefully. There was no doubt that they were the counterparts of the corpse lying in the laboratory of the Olympus.


  That same morning Baiel and I made our first visit to the village. Fortunately we went armed, for they received us with violent hostility, attempting to drive us away with a volley of spears.


  A peculiar greeting from a people we now understand to be cordial and open in their friendship! But their motivation was entirely logical. Faced by a diminishing source of food, the tribe saw every stranger as a potential threat to tribal survival.


  Baiel and I used our Haydens to curb their belligerence. The sight of red flame blasting their spears into dust awed them into a sullen kind of submission. But it was not until our second visit, when we took them a gift of bear meat, that we began to make any progress in communication.


  We watched curiously while the tribe wolfed the meat, crudely searing it over an open fire. As hungry as they obviously were, each of them nonetheless set aside a liberal portion which was later taken to a grizzled old man who never moved from the mouth of the cave. In response to our gestures, they made it clear to us that the old man was their equivalent of high priest. He apparently commanded the wind and the sun, and he had some sort of a terrifying blood relationship with the glacier.


  Comfortably fed, the tribe became cordial. Baiel and I had found a touchstone. Whenever we visited the village after that, we always took them food. In less than a week we knew their dialect. It was a very small vocabulary, built chiefly of denotative symbols. Baiel concentrated his attention upon the high priest; I stayed with the tribal Chief.


  It was a tactical error on my part, since Baiel already knew what he intended to do. I did not. I wasn’t aware, then, that the conflict between us had already begun.


  As our degree of communication improved, the various members of the tribe shyly began to express curiosity about us. Our Haydens aroused no interest, except for a vague and superstitious awe. The mechanism of the weapon was entirely beyond their comprehension; they wrote it off as a kind of magic closely allied to the mysteries practiced by their priest. Our garments were of greater significance. The tribe was irresistibly drawn to caress the sleek material, to hold it against their cheeks and chatter excitedly over its unexpected warmth.


  Once, as we sat in a circle around the fire, the Chief asked me the name of our tribe.


  “We are Earthmen.”


  “The Earth tribe? I do not know it.”


  “It is not a tribe, but a place.”


  I picked up a handful of soil. “This is earth to you—everything that you see around you. We came from another place like this, a place in the sky.” They stared at me blankly. Then one of the young hunters scooped up soil, as I had, and said brightly, “Earth: Yes, your name for the hunting ground. Earth! It is a good name.”


  “No. We are Earthmen!”


  “Yes, Earthmen—all of us. Not beasts that howl by night and haunt the forest trails. Men. We are men. But also we have a tribe.”


  I tried to make my explanation more explicit. “We came here in a sky carrier which is named the Olympus. It rests now up by the great ice wall. There are others like us, too, who may—” I stopped, because one by one they were rising and moving away from me.


  “You are wrong!” the Chief cried. “Your tribe cannot live by the glacier, on the tabooed ground!”


  As he mentioned the name, it threw the whole tribe into a panic. Nothing I could say would undo their rising fear. They shrank from me, running into the dark recesses of the cave. Eventually the high priest—with Baiel standing beside him—restored order by crying shrill prayers up at his brother, the glacier. Fortunately, the harm I had done did not seem to call for the drastic remedy of human sacrifice.


  After the tumult had passed, the Chief said to me, “It was a cruel thing to say, Seusman.” (The tribe always had trouble pronouncing my name; sometimes they would drop. whole syllables from it.)


  “On my word, it was not meant so,” I replied. After a silence, I asked cautiously, “Suppose it had been true?”


  “It may not be. The brother glacier is a great threat to us all. He is not a friend. In my time and in the time of my father before me, the ice has always moved closer to us, everywhere destroying more and more of our hunting ground.”


  “Can your people not move away from it, into better land?”


  “We have, as far as we dare. Beyond the forest the ground is taboo. There the sun god strikes fire from the mountain tops, to warn us away from his domain.”


  “Is there no land on the other side of the fire mountains?”


  “The hunting ground of the dead. It is not for us, the living.” When Baiel and I returned at dusk to the Olympus, I walked thoughtfully through the swirling snow, saying very little. For the first time I faced, without regret; the fact that we were doomed to live out our lives on this frozen, nameless world. I had found a purpose, and it seemed good.


  This friendly, impoverished tribe was man himself, as he had been on the Earth in the remote darkness of our own uncharted past—man, clinging precariously to a hard-won savagery, plagued by ice and wind, threatened by a vanishing supply of food.


  To the nearly insurmountable problems set by nature, this tribe had added one final prison of their own creation, the taboos and superstitions that penned them fast on the brink of the glacier. As things stood, the tribe would not survive. To become men as we were, they had to be freed of the weight of the gods, freed of superstition so they could deal with the facts of reality. With our help the tribe might eventually learn how to create a civilization. Without it, they were doomed.


  Hesitantly I explained myself to Baiel.


  “Of course,” he said. “It’s obvious. We can’t allow nature to forget the proper chronology of the species, can we?”


  “It will be slow work, but—


  “But not impossible. Their life span averages less than thirty years; ours exceeds a century. That’s time enough.”


  He agreed with me at once and, I think, he was entirely sincere. We were simply using the same words to express two totally opposed ideas. Neither of us, I’m sure, was aware of the ambiguity.


  The need for decision came immediately. That night the power failed in the Olympus and the winter cold settled slowly into the cabins. The residue of fuel energy left in the tanks was not enough to power the heating grids, and our portable solar heaters were ineffectual in the cavernous space of our cabins. Our food tanks froze over; the producing cultures died. Baiel and. I built an open furnace in the control room, and the expedition crowded there around the fire.


  Baiel and I had already told them about the primitive village; the expedition had learned the tribal tongue as we brought the knowledge back to the Olympus. Now, for the first time, I told them frankly that we were never going to leave the planet. Handpicked, psycho-processed personnel, the expedition adjusted readily to the new reality. Without the benefits of the machines of our earthly civilization, we were faced with extreme hardships on such an unfriendly world. Our only sound course was to join the village tribe and survive through mutual efforts.


  The following morning I went to the Chief to propose the merger. He refused until I offered to guarantee a food supply for both groups. It was a safe enough promise. We had the Haydens and enough energized rounds to kill anything that walked the forest, for at least a year or more. I counted heavily on the fact that, within that period, we would be able to unhinge the paralyzing weight of tribal gods and taboos. The tribe could then be encouraged to migrate into a more fertile area.


  The business of negotiation was concluded in less than an hour. But the elaborate ceremony of union lasted for two days. It was not a frequent occurrence, and yet tribes had occasionally united in the past. There was, therefore, a rigid body of custom proscribing the form; it was interpreted entirely by the priest.


  Since I symbolized the chief of the incoming tribe, I was expected to spend the first night in the village alone, while the rest of the expedition shivered around the improvised fire in the Olympus. The Chief sealed me in tribal brotherhood by the gift of his daughter. Dayhan was shy, filthy, repulsive with the stench of the animal skins she wore. Lice ran in her matted hair and grime streaked her cheeks. She smiled at me with an idiot’s grin.


  Yet I went willingly with Dayhan to the dark recess of the cave, which was traditionally reserved to the new wedded. It was painfully obvious that the success of my negotiations depended upon our mating. I stomached my revulsion in silence. In the morning, when Dayhan first addressed me publically as “My Lord,” the tribe was satisfied.


  Throughout the day the ceremony became general, climaxed by the symbolic mingling of blood. To satisfy custom, each member of the expedition—except for the women—was paired with a tribesman of equal status. Curiously, they seemed to accept Baiel as our high priest. With decided misgiving, I watched while he complacently established himself in the priest’s portion of the cave.


  At sundown the ceremony ended. The old priest mounted a granite pedestal erected near the fire. Raising his long arms to the sky, he screamed guttural syllables at the gathering darkness. As the sun tinged the distant glacial wall with scarlet, the priest looked down upon the throng and proclaimed the need for sacrifice to brother glacier.


  The members of our expedition reacted with shocked silence, but the primitive tribe matter-of-factly went through the deadly lottery. The chosen hunter moved out toward the sacrificial grove, followed by the priest who held his blade naked in. his hand.


  I cried reason at them, to hold them back. But the tribe neither heard nor comprehended. With glazing eyes they were lost in the terrifying ecstacy of tradition. Satisfy brother glacier, and the village would be safe.


  At the grove Baiel suddenly joined the priest. They whispered together for a moment. Then Baiel raised his arms and spoke.


  “Wait! We bring the tribe the new gods of the sun. Our gods are stronger than brother glacier. Let them speak to the ice, and no life need be given.”


  “Let the new gods satisfy the old!” the tribal priest echoed.


  His statement gave Baiel’s innovation the stamp of approval. The tribe began to chant a sing-song thanksgiving. Baiel, like the priest, raised his arms and shouted gibberish which they took as prayer. When he lowered his hand, he pointed at the pile of rock in the grove. Red flame flashed. The stones dissolved. The surrounding ice wasted into a pool of water, slowly seeping into the blackened earth.


  It was a simple enough trick. Baiel had concealed a Hayden in his sleeve. But it impressed the tribe. They sang their exaltation, clapping hands on the broad shoulders of the young hunter who had been spared.


  Baiel joined me as we walked back to the village.


  “I knew something had to be done, Captain Theusaman,” he explained. “Fortunately, my idea worked.”


  “It’s wrong, Baiel; all wrong.”


  “I saved the man, didn’t I?”


  “By substituting new gods for theirs. We want to free them, Baiel.”


  “Is there any other way to do it?”


  “By teaching them the truth. By destroying their burden of gods and superstitions—not by creating more.”


  This amused him and he laughed. I thought his reaction was odd, but I still misinterpreted it.


  For the next two months I became more and more involved in helping the tribe find its way toward civilization. We could not impose anything remotely like our Earth culture. The answer to the problem, without the technique for reaching the solution, would be meaningless. But in small things, like the brief spring thaws that slowly ate away their planet-capping glacier, we could erode and destroy their shell of savagery.


  Because of its application to my own situation with Dayhan, the first teaching I undertook was cleanliness. On the Earth it is an old joke that, when we build, we plan the bathing facilities first; our space ships are notably awkward to maneuver because we include so many elaborate baths. To us, filth equates with savagery. Cleanliness was a concept which the tribe quickly adopted and understood, because the reward was both visible and immediate.


  We erected stone culverts above the fire, melting chunks of ice and channeling the warm water into a stone pool built inside the cave. Following the example set by the expedition, the tribe shortly took to daily bathing as a matter of course. We taught them to scrape the filth from their skins, to comb the lice out of their hair.


  I was amazed—and enormously pleased—with the physical change a bath brought in Dayhan. Her stringy hair took on a golden luster. Her dirty skin softened and color came slowly into her yellow cheeks. The running sores dried, caked, and disappeared. Instinctively she came to be aware of her potential loveliness. She began to experiment with braiding her hair in various ways over her slanting skull. Once I found her trying sprigs of greenery in the knot and studying the effect in her reflection in the bathing pool.


  The cave was always, warm, particularly when the wind and snow howled through the village; but it was uncomfortably crowded. Because the fire was built at the mouth of the cave, the oxygen inside was inadequate. We never slept through a night without feeling a nagging nausea from the foul air we breathed.


  Therefore, as soon as the tribe understood how the stone culvert had been built, we proposed building stone cabins. So rapidly had they learned that most of the labor was performed by the tribe. The Earth people merely advised and suggested. And we did very little of that, allowing them a great deal of trial and error experimentation.


  It was the happiest time of our merger with the tribe. Everyone worked, and worked in unison. I had never made any explanation of my point of view to the other members of the expedition. I hadn’t considered it necessary. No. Earthman was certified for space travel unless he had first been successfully psycho-processed. In effect, that meant that we took a scientific rather than an emotional view of any given set of data. Since each of us was faced with an identical pattern of facts, I assumed that each of us would approximate the same generalization.


  To a degree, that happened. We all realized the need to teach the tribe; no one proposed bringing machines from the Olympus to give the savages the products of our culture without their specifics. One by one members of the expedition followed my lead and mated with the women of the tribe.


  Only our own women—the fifteen astrographical clerks—and half a dozen men held off. I failed to perceive the significance until it was too late. The six men were Baiel’s closest friends; each of them had spent at least a year at the Academy, while the rest of us were Rankers, traditionally considered their inferiors. And the women, being clerks rather than crewmen, had not been psycho-processed.


  The breach into factions came when our village of stone huts was completed. We were faced with the problem of heating. I wanted the solution to be worked out by the tribe without our help. Slowly they made progress in their efforts to discover how to build fires within the huts without filling the rooms with smoke. They had just discovered how to pierce the roofs with chimneys when I awoke, one morning, to find that Baiel had presented them with a pat answer to the problem.


  During the night he had stealthily returned to the Olympus with four of his men. They had brought back to the village a dozen solar heaters. Before I was awake, he had presented the heaters to the tribe as gifts of the sun god.


  In wonder the tribe gathered around the tiny machines, holding out their hands to feel the mysterious warmth. Then they thronged at Baiel’s feet as he stood on the rock pedestal above the village fire. They swayed and chanted their prayers which had once been reserved solely for the majesty of brother glacier.


  As I approached, Baiel began to address them.


  “The sun god sends you these because of your obedience to his ways. Through me—through Baiel, the high priest—he makes you promise of even greater gifts than this, if your faith continues.”


  The tribal chanting arose in ecstacy. The old priest knelt at Baiel’s feet, offering up a chunk of glacial ice in token of brother glacier’s submission.


  “There is one all-powerful god!” Baiel. cried. “Only one. And I, Baiel, I am his priest.”


  “All-powerful; the only one,” the villagers responded.


  It was at that point that I intervened. The tribe stared at me in bewilderment. I took one of the heaters and dismantled it.


  “This was made by men,” I explained. “By men like yourselves. See, this is no more than a substance like the hard veins of metal you find in your rocks. In time you can learn to make these as we do.”


  For a quarter of an hour I talked, patiently repeating and demonstrating the facts. But still their eyes were glazed with bewilderment and the ghosts of hidden fears. Since they had no understanding of the processing of ore, how could I explain away the appearance of the supernatural? Even when I disassembled the machine, I proved nothing except that I was tinged with godhood myself.


  Baiel stood smirking, saying nothing. When I turned on him in anger, he said quietly:


  “Earthmen understand reason, Theusaman.” It was the first time he had dropped my title, and he did so intentionally. “These animals—this amusing burlesque of real men—I’m afraid you ask too much of them.”


  “I ask nothing but their right to survive and evolve, as we did.”


  “But they can’t. Haven’t you learned that yet?”


  Still smiling, he slid off the pile of rock and went into the cave. I followed him. One by one, the members of the expedition gathered around us. Slowly fifteen women and six men grouped themselves behind Baiel. The rest of the Earthmen were with me. Baiel was outnumbered and most of his people were unarmed, but they faced us, with a peculiarly firm kind of confidence.


  “I think it’s time we had an understanding,” I said. “I’m still in command here, Baiel, and—”


  “In command? Of a ship that will never fly again, and an expedition that can never, return to Earth? In another ten years, Theusaman, the glacier will have moved over the Olympus. It will be ground into dust.”


  “That’s hardly the point.”


  “It writes finale to the past. It means this planet is ours—it must be—whether we want It or not.”


  “Ours, and theirs, Baiel.”


  He threw back his head and laughed. “In the Academy, Theusaman, we’re taught to face reality, not to romanticize it. This tribe is semi-human, if you like; I’m charitable enough to grant that. But they aren’t men, any more than the primitive species on the Earth were men. Observe the skull of your—your bride, if you will; observe the idiocy in her vacant eyes observe—”


  “This is man as he was, Baiel! You pointed that out to me yourself.”


  “On the contrary, I was simply discussing the Bonn Hypothesis. I never said I believed it. On the Earth, Theusaman, before true man appeared, nature created a number of semi-men—homo-failures, you might say. They weren’t men; they grew to the limits of their physical potential, but they never achieved human rationality. At the end of the Earth’s ice age, the continents were widely populated by the last of nature’s failures. Then, abruptly—we’ve never known where he originated, or how—man himself came on the scene. Overnight he wiped out the half-men and took over the planet. Man has come here, now, Theusaman; these failures will survive only so long as we need them. At the moment, they constitute a convenient labor force. A handful of us can control them by controlling their gods.”


  I drew my Hayden. “As I said, Baiel, I’m still in command of this expedition.”


  He shrugged. “You’ve out-Haydened me, naturally; any Banker could. If I reach for mine, you’ll burn me where I stand.”


  “I’m glad you understand that. Give me your weapons—you, Baiel, and all your followers. Make any excuse you like to the tribe. You’ll never have Tin activated Hayden again, for hunting or any other purpose.” Without resistance, they allowed themselves to be disarmed. I pulled the charges on all their weapons and negativized them.


  “You settle everything so smoothly,” Baiel laughed. “Next, of course, you’ll propose a—”


  I cut him short. “All the expedition is here in the cave with us. They all understand the differences between Baiel’s objectives and mine. The issue is clear enough for a vote.” Slowly the hands went up. I counted twenty-two in Baiel’s faction, more than thirty in my own.


  “So typical!” Baiel snorted. “So much like an Earthman! The will of the majority—our universal cure-all for all things.”


  “You agree to abide by it, Baiel?”


  His eyebrows arched in a mocking imitation of surprise. “Can an Earthman do anything else, Captain?”


  “So that we won’t have a repetition of this morning’s episode,” I said, “I’m giving this order: None of us will return to the Olympus again for any reason without my consent. If it is violated, I’ll take disciplinary action under the terms of the Space Code.”


  There was a mutter of agreement, primarily from my faction, and the angry meeting broke up. Nothing had been settled, except the division of the expedition into two camps. We never worked together again in harmony. Since Baiel’s group was unarmed, their greatest potential danger seemed to be gone; yet the village tension persisted.


  Baiel could no longer use his Hayden to make a spectacular display of the power of the sun. god; slowly the old priest began to reassert the cult of brother glacier. It seemed to me that Baiel encouraged the change; certainly he and the old priest became more intimate than before. I wanted to order an end to their close association, but my own faction was against it.


  “Baiel’s harmless,” they told me again and again. “Don’t ride him, Captain. Let this thing simmer down and we’ll have them all on our side again.”


  Gradually I realized that the very existence of the Olympus was a constant threat to the precarious stability of our community. There were still countless machines aboard which could be converted into further enervating gifts of the sun god. The Olympus had to be destroyed, and yet I had no means to accomplish it.


  Built to withstand the extreme radiations of spatial sunlight unfiltered by any atmosphere, the metal of the hull was immune to the relatively low degree of heat generated by the Hayden. Only the converted energy used to fuel the tubes could be used for emergency welding if repairs had to be made away from our Earth bases. While there was still a residue sealed in the tanks, I knew it was not enough to liquidate even a part of the ship.


  The alternative was to move the community to a place where it would be physically impractical to return to the Olympus. To the south the land would be more fertile in any case, the game more plentiful. To migrate had always been one of my goals for the tribe.


  But, when I proposed migration, I came face to face with the strongest of their taboos. The volcanic mountains to the south were more terrifying than brother glacier, which moved inexorably closer with the passing years. No argument, no logic, no patient persuasion could weaken the force of the taboo. Even Dayhan, who had learned so much, refused to listen to me. Beyond the fire mountains lay the hunting ground of the dead; it was forever forbidden to the living.


  Suddenly, one night, the sky to the south blazed orange-red as the slumbering volcano erupted. The ground trembled and we hard long crevices cracking through the glacial ice; a gray ash settled down from the sky, smearing the snow heaped around our stone huts.


  The tribe flocked in terror to the old priest. Brother glacier, he told them, was angry because he had been neglected; brother glacier demanded sacrifices.


  Baiel stood on the stone pedestal beside the priest, smirking helplessly. When he caught my eye, he pointed to his sleeve to show me that it. was empty. Since I had negativized his Hayden, he could do nothing to prevent the orgy of human slaughter.


  I climbed the pedestal and tried reason. For a moment it seemed that the tribe might listen. But the earth shook again and, panic stricken, they started their lottery. Even then I would not have resorted to Baiel’s trick, if they had not chosen one of the Earthmen for the sacrifice.


  I made a display of the sun god’s power; it worked, of course. The old priest responded as if he had been waiting for my cue, and swayed the mob with him. Then Baiel began to exhort them, crying that the quaking ground was a sign sent by his god, not brother glacier. I slid blindly back to my stone hut, sick with self-revulsion; I felt soiled with the same deception of which Baiel stood accused.


  The next morning, while the ground still shook periodically, Baiel returned to the Olympus. It was whispered on all sides, from both his faction and my own.


  I had to follow him. I had to know what he was up to. But the undercurrent of feeling ran so high, it seemed necessary to conceal my intention. I said I was going root-digging in the forest. According to custom, Dayhan went with me.


  I had taught her a great deal, but not enough to overcome her fear of the tabooed ground. She was willing to wait for me at the edge of the forest, just outside the sacrificial grove, but I hated to leave her alone and relatively unprotected. With some misgiving, I gave her my Hayden.


  “My Lord!” Dayhan’s almond eyes widened as she fingered the weapon. It was the first time I had allowed any of the tribe to touch an energized Hayden.


  “Do you trust a woman’s hand with the brother-of-the-sun?” she asked. “Can I hope to understand the bark of your great god?”


  “It is only a weapon, like your spear or arrow.”


  “So my Lord has taught me.”


  “It will burn any animal that threatens you while you wait.”


  “As I have seen when you go hunting. I point this small end at the beast, and then call upon the sun god for—”


  “No, Dayhan. Aim well and push the small handle. It is not a god that makes the power, but the skill of man. Do not change the nozzle dial, or you will blast the whole forest into flame.”


  “Enough sun-fire to burn the forest! Yet you say he is no god. I am truly your mate, my Lord, when you share such power with me.”


  I left the forest and walked across the ice-covered meadow toward the glacier. Three miles away, nestled like a black beetle at the foot of the ice wall, lay the smashed cylinder of the Olympus, already nearly covered with ice and snow. A thin ribbon of smoke curled up from the open furnace.


  Baiel met me at the door of the control room. Over his fraying officer’s uniform he wore a clumsy cloak of animal skins, as I did myself. Particles of ice were frozen into his black beard, transforming it into a jutting blade of ebony. I was suddenly aware how much he had changed since our crash-landing. Always thin, he now appeared emaciated. His youth was gone. Only the blaze in his blue eyes remained the same—glittering, self-confident, determined. Denied the dress, the grooming, the daily ritual of shaving, both Baiel and I had become bearded, stoop-shouldered patriarchs, imposing hulks in our animal cloaks.


  “I expected you would follow me,” Baiel said.


  “Why did you come?” For a moment, I felt a peculiar warmth and pity for him. “It’s insubordination. I’ll have to take disciplinary action when we go back.”


  “I’m only trying to help, Captain.” The words seemed right, but the voice was mocking.


  Baiel turned to the viewscreen and dialed the focus on the area of the planet south of the volcanic mountains. I saw rolling hills and rich forests, green plains watered by a network of streams; the land was a broad peninsula surrounded by the calm, blue water of an immense sea. There was no indication of human inhabitants.


  “I know you’ve been trying to encourage the tribe to move,” Baiel explained. “I came up here to see if I could locate a place for us to migrate. This peninsula is ideal, Captain. It’s far enough from the glacier for agriculture to be practical, and—”


  “The problem isn’t to find the place, Baiel, but to conquer their taboo against migration.”


  “But you can do that, Captain; just teach the little savages to reason the way men do. Nothing to it.” He smiled, then, and held out his hand. “Face it, Captain Theusaman; admit you’re wrong! Last night you had to call on the gods; you couldn’t control them any other way. If the sun god orders a migration, we can have them on their way in two hours.”


  “So you’re still trying to convince me that you’re right!”


  “Of course; that’s why I wanted you to follow me here. Would I have any other reason?”


  His answer seemed too quick. I looked at him, frowning, but the smile on his face was unreadable.


  “Tell me, Baiel: What did you really want on the Olympus?”


  He shrugged. “I came to use the viewscreen.”


  “You risked discipline for something so foolish?”


  “What else? I can’t bring any of the machines back to the village; you would throw them out. I can’t power the tubes and go back to Earth.”


  It was all so glibly logical; yet I knew he was lying. I moved toward him, snatching the fringe of his cloak in my clenching fists. “I’m asking once again, Baiel: What did you expect to find here?”


  “My Lord! My Lord!”


  Baiel and I both whirled toward the open cabin door. Dayhan was outside, slowly crossing the last fifty feet of icy meadow toward the ship. When Baiel saw her, the smile sagged on his lips and he sprang from the ship.


  “You’re on tabooed ground!” he cried. “Go back!”


  “I have no fear.” Her words were brave, but her voice was a choked whisper as she looked up at the towering undulations of the glacier glaring in the sun. “Where my Lord can go, I will follow. Brother glacier is no god. See! I defy him.” She raised my Hayden and aimed it unsteadily at the wall of ice above the Olympus,


  “No!” Baiel screamed. “The sun god will destroy you!”


  Baiel was ten paces ahead of me. He reached her as she fired. He knocked the Hayden from her hand with such force that Dayhan was thrown sprawling on the slick ground.


  Above us tons of ice, dislodged by the Hayden blast, broke and slid down the face of the glacier upon the Olympus, rocking the ship over on its side. Baiel flung up his hands in terror, but lowered them a moment later. Behind his facial mask of stark fear, I saw a strange expression of uneasy surprise and calculation.


  I moved toward him, my fists doubled.


  “Even when they begin to, conquer the taboos,” I. cried, through clenched teeth, “you still try to prevent it!”


  “No, Captain; you’ve got it wrong. I just wanted—you—you had no right to give her the Hayden.” Baiel spoke in a hoarse, nervous whisper, backing away from me slowly.


  “Dayhan’s my wife.”


  “She’s still a primitive animal.”


  I lunged at him. He turned and ran. I would have followed, but Dayhan began to call after me frantically. I returned to help her. The ground beneath her was stained red; a jagged blade of ice had ripped a deep gash in her leg.


  With my knife I cut a strip from my fur jacket and wound it as a tourniquet above the pulsing wound. My fingers were numb with cold. I worked slowly and awkwardly, but at last the bleeding ceased. Dayhan tried to stand, but she could not.


  “Leave me here, my Lord,” she whispered. “Brother glacier is angry; he wants my blood.”


  “It was simply an accident, Dayhan. The glacier had nothing to do with it.”


  “I trod on tabooed ground. I defied him.”


  “Man makes the taboos and the punishments and the sacrifices!”


  “So you have said, my Lord, and yet—”


  “I have taught you truth. You walked alone and without harm on tabooed ground. You must tell that to your people. The harm came to you after you found us, Dayhan—from Baiel. Only man is cruel to man, not the gods.”


  I pulled her arm around my shoulder and we began the slow, painful walk back to the village. We had to stop frequently to rest. Twice I loosed the tourniquet to permit the blood to circulate in her lower leg.


  It was four hours before we reached the edge of the forest. There two of my men met us. They had begun to search the forest for me when Baiel returned to the village alone. We improvised a stretcher for Dayhan and carried her between us. The bleeding of her wound had stopped. With a pinpoint Hayden beam, I turned a drift of snow into steam and used the boiled water residue to cleanse the caked blood away from the cut. I seared a strip of skin and used it as a bandage. On the gently swaying stretcher Dayhan closed her eyes and slept.


  When we were still a quarter of a mile from the village, the chief and a small band of his hunters met us on the forest trail.


  “The sun god speaks to us in a giant voice,” the chief said. “It thunders in every corner of our village!”


  “What does the god say?”


  “He orders to take up our goods and go. He gives us the hunting ground of the dead, beyond the fire mountains.”


  “And your people fear to obey?”


  “No. Your sun god is all-powerful. It is your own people who prevent us. They hold the priest, Baiel, with his followers, imprisoned in the cave by means of your weapons, the brothers-of-the-sun. They tell us it is not the sun god who speaks, but Baiel himself.”


  “They tell you truly.”


  “But no man can have so great a voice as that we hear!”


  So that was why Baiel had gone back to the Olympus! He had returned to the village with a portable amplifier concealed under his fur cloak. “Baiel is no priest,” I told the Chief. “He speaks for no god. The great voice you hear is made by a machine, such a thing as this weapon that we use to slay meat for the tribe.”


  “You speak knowingly, Seusman, because you, too, are a priest of the sun. You showed us that much last night. Some of my tribe say you and all your people are not simple priests, but brother gods.”


  “We are men.”


  “I have married my daughter to the brother-god of the sun!”


  “We are men; men!”


  “But have you not advised us to move, as the sun god does now? In our blindness we have heard and not obeyed. And now the sun god gives orders that we must be gone before he rides directly overhead; yet your people will not allow it.”


  “So Baiel’s putting a time limit on the migration,” I mused aloud. “Why? Tell me, Chief, how it was, from the beginning.”


  “As soon as you left, Seusman, our old priest walked in the village, declaring we would have a great sign from the sun today. Later the priest, Baiel, returned and went into the cave, with some of your people. We began to hear-the voice of the sun-. The others of your people—the ones who carry the weapons—gathered outside, shooting streaks of fire at the cave, but above it so that no man was harmed. They cried to Baiel to come forth and give himself to them. He refused, and so things stand. I came seeking you. Only you can intercede with your priests so they allow us to obey the god. Come quickly, for our time is short.”


  We gave Dayhan’s stretcher to four of the hunters. I turned to follow the chief back to the village. Only, then did he seem to notice his daughter. With deference he glanced at her pale face. Trembling, he asked:


  “She is dead?”


  “No; but she has been hurt.”


  “Her Lord has punished her?”


  “She was harmed by a piece of ice.”


  “Brother glacier still means to be revenged on us! If we do not hasten to obey the voice of the sun, who will protect us?”


  “Protect yourselves, as men. No god has any power to equal yours.”


  “You speak as a priest of the sun. You hold the weapon of the sun in your hand. You are not like us.”


  “I am no different, I am a man, the husband of your daughter. Here, take my weapon.” I thrust the Hayden into his hand. “Does it make you different? Are you transformed into a god?”


  He caressed the cold metal, slowly raising the nozzle and pointing it at a drift of snow. The red flame sputtered and steam swirled up, coating the pines overhead with a film of ice.


  “The power of the sun,” he whispered. “Come, Lord, we must go quickly to our people.”


  In the village I found the men of my faction arranged in a semi-circle in front of the cave mouth. Huddled behind them was perhaps three-fourths of the tribe, the women my men had taken as mates and their families. The rest of the tribe was packed densely at the mouth of the cave, swaying and shouting their worship as the voice of Baiel thundered at intervals out of the darkness of the cavern.


  One of my men saluted raggedly, explaining how the situation had developed. He added: “We have been aiming above their heads, trying to frighten them away from the cave. No luck, so far.”


  “Of course Baiel’s people aren’t armed?”


  “No, but too many of the tribe would be killed if we tried to rush the cave.”


  “I think we can starve them out.”


  To hesitate was the natural result of our psycho-processing. Violence, we had always been taught, was the resort of the disoriented, not a solution to any problem. Even now we could not bring ourselves to give up the pattern of our Earthly civilization.


  Since it was the prescribed rational procedure, I tried to talk to the tribe. From the beginning my argument was weak, for I was opposing the migration which I had myself advocated. It meant nothing to them when I tried to point out the difference in motivation; but it symbolized everything to me. The migration to, a better land had to come as a result of their conquest of tribal taboos, not as an exchange of allegiances from brother glacier to the sun god.


  As soon as Baiel heard my voice, he began to jeer at me over the amplifier. When I made no reply, his tone gradually changed. Over and over he repeated the orders of the sun god, that the migration must begin by high noon. But his mockery was slowly tainted with fear, as the sun mounted the heavens and my armed men still held the tribe in the village.


  The stretcher bearers arrived with Dayhan, She was awake. She sat up against my shoulder, holding tight to my hand. Softly she spoke to the tribe as I had:


  “It is not the gods that rule us. There are no taboos; the glacier is but a thing of ice, without life. I have seen for myself. I have walked unharmed on the tabooed ground. In truth, we must migrate to the south, but my Lord has taught us that we must go of our own will and not because of fear of the sun god.”


  She was one of the tribe. They knew her as they knew their own children. She spoke in their words, in terms of their concepts. It should have convinced them, but it did not. Instead they retreated from her, cringingly respectful, muttering among themselves that Dayhan’s mating had changed her into a brother-god.


  Suddenly there was a stirring at the cave mouth. The massed tribesmen shifted aside reluctantly. Eight of the women who had been in Baiel’s faction slid down toward us, weeping with fear. At once Baiel’s voice boomed out:


  “The time is up. You have not obeyed. I was sent by the sun god to lead you to safety, and you have not heeded me. The god will strike, now, at the glacier and tear this ground from beneath your feet. I give you one chance more. Offer up Captain Theusaman in sacrifice and I, Baiel, will lead you to a new world. But you must make the sacrifice at once. The god grows impatient.”


  My men closed around Dayhan and me protectively, but at first there was no need. The concept bewildered the tribe. They had accepted me, too, as priest of the sun; the god could not demand my blood. According to the theory of their superstitions, it made no sense.


  One of the women who had fled from the cave was brought to me. White-faced, she twisted her hands together in anguish while she talked.


  “We didn’t know he’d done it, Captain Theusaman—I swear it!”


  “Who?”


  “Baiel—this morning at the Olympus. He just told us.”


  “But what? Speak up! Tell me!”


  “He put on the automatic power in the control room, timed to energize the dorsal tubes at noon.”


  “No harm in that. The tubes are blown. The blast will simply send open flame soaring into the sky.”


  “There’s forty hours’ residue in the tank. Baiel thought the sight of the flame would terrify the tribe into obeying him. But he says the ship was overturned this morning, after he had set the dials; so the broken tubes are pointing down toward the base of the glacier.”


  I understood the woman’s terror, then, and my own body tensed with cold fear. Instead of making a harmless display, the sun-hot energy, blasting through the naked dorsal tubes for the next forty hours, would be fed into the glacier and the ground beneath it. In half that time the liquefying flame could pierce the planetary crust and reach its molten core.


  As I sprang to my feet the first shock stabbed into the frozen ground. The shattering explosion of the crumbling glacier rocked the air. In the distance a cloud of steam arose, blood red from the flames raging beneath it. In seconds the sun was blotted over with thick clouds. Hot rain began to fall.


  The earth quivered so violently it was almost impossible to stand. Yet still Baiel’s voice boomed through the village.


  “Give me the blood of Theusaman and I spare the tribe!”


  From priest, he had become the sun god himself.


  The rain fell in a deluge. The snow dissolved into slush, and the village ran with mud.


  Dayhan screamed. I turned and saw one of the tribal hunters atop the stone pedestal, drawing careful aim on me with his bow and arrow. I caught the shaft in the air with a wide angle beam from my Hayden.


  “Give me the blood of Theusaman!” Baiel cried.


  The quaking increased steadily. Small landslides of stone began to slither from the face of the cliff. The roof of the cave shook and sagged. The tribe backed away, swirling around me in fury and brandishing their spears in the bleary air.


  The distant rending of the glacier reached a new climax of thunder, and the deluge swelled into a torrent. The draining water became a stream, racing muddily through the village and eating at the crumbling cliffs. The skies darkened as if it were dusk. It was difficult to recognize faces in the frenzy of squirming bodies.


  Driven by the madness of Baiel’s chanting voice, many of the young hunters threw themselves upon us. We used Haydens only as a last resort, and the sluggish, hand-to-hand fighting in the rising mud went on indecisively. No one was badly hurt. It was too easy to escape clutching arms; it was too hard to know the face of friend from foe in the gloom. Shouting voices were drowned by the rising wind, the ceaseless din of crumbling glacial ice.


  Abruptly the battle was over.


  A terrified whisper swept the throng: the god was gone!


  Someone had looked into the cave and found it empty. Baiel and ten of his faction had fled; thirty of the tribe had departed with them.


  The shock was paralyzing to those who stayed behind. The tribe began to wail its lamentation. The god had deserted them! I moved from group to group, repeating my familiar theme:


  “The gods can neither harm nor save you. That you must do for yourselves.”


  It had no effect. They stared at me with vacant eyes. They repeated dumbly in reply: “The sun god is gone. He leaves us to the mercy of brother glacier.”


  The stream coursing through the village had risen slowly until it became a raging river. Still the tribe made no effort to escape. They had violated their code of the supernatural, and they believed they must resign themselves to their punishment. I watched as a woman was carried away by the flood, drowned screaming beneath a part of the cliff which washed down upon her.


  During a momentary lull in the din, the old chief mounted the swaying stone pedestal, brandishing the Hayden I had given him.


  “The sun god has not gone,” he cried. “See, I share his power, and I know he is still among us.” He pointed the Hayden at the mouth of the cave, and the stone crumbled in the caress of red flame. “Seus-man is the sun god; Baiel was false, sent of evil things.”


  “Seusman,” the crowd whispered. After a moment, they began to shout with new hope. “Seus-man! Seus-man! Seus! Seus!”


  On their shoulders they lifted me up and carried me to the pedestal. As I began to speak, I saw a wall of water moving down upon us, crested by a foaming wave. It was the first flood tide from the melting glacier. If it reached the village unbroken, the tribe would be wiped out.


  I snatched the Hayden from the Chief, aiming the point of flame at the base of the cliff. Dirt and granite toppled into the path of the flood. The tribe dropped on its knees in the thick, mud, shouting praise of my name.


  My crude dam might hold for an hour, certainly no longer. I had no time to convince them by persuasion. It would be opposing the full violence of reality with the thin web of philosophy. The important thing at the moment was to lead the tribe to safety.


  I looked down upon them and I began to speak wearily.


  “I am Theusaman, god of the sun,” I said. “Take up your possessions and follow me . . .”


  Baiel had won, after all.


  All that happened more than fifty years ago.


  I did lead the tribe to safety; that much I accomplished. They have since built many villages and they have learned the art of agriculture and of domesticating cattle. They have thrived and grown and joined with other tribes. They will survive and someday rule their planet.


  As Baiel once predicted, the glacier is rapidly retreating. The process began with the heat generated by the exposed-dorsal tube of the dead Olympus. Each spring the run-off of melting water is greater than the ice which accumulates during the winter. When the glacier is gone, it will give my people a fertile world like our own Earth.


  For that I am glad, because I have given them nothing else.


  Nothing else!


  I have, instead, saddled them with a hierarchy of gods. The tribes which migrated across the sea have taken a part of my name as their sun god; they call me Amon. Here at home they call me Zeus. Dayhan has become Diana, the goddess of the forests. Even Baiel leaves his name with a people settled in the desert, though to us Baal persists as a god of evil things.


  Ironically, the one thing of Earth that I have given these people is the name itself. This planet they call the Earth, unaware of any other. They think of themselves as Earthmen. And I? I am called Zeus of Olympus, father of all the gods!


  Perhaps I judge my failure too bitterly. I am an old man, now, the. last living survivor of the expedition. I have looked into the face of my sons and my grandsons, as I have the sons and grandsons of the other Earthmen. who were with our expedition. Our children have our features, not the slant skulls and ape arms of their mothers. Have we, by chance, left on this lonely planet something of our potential ability as Earthmen?


  Though I cannot live long enough to know the answer, I would like to believe that we have. Because I want to believe, I leave this written account of the truth. I address it to my sons of tomorrow—to men who have finally made themselves free of taboo and superstition. To them I say: Lift up your eyes to the sky, to that other Earth across the emptiness of space. Seek them out, those other Earthmen, and know them for your brothers.
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  Some are born to greatness, others achieve the rulership of systems—but Merssu wanted to be a god. All he needed was a million years and a little luck!


  “Your Majesty!”


  D’hai Merssu, Emperor of All the Suns, Protector of the Galaxy, looked up calmly as his prime minister burst into the room. His lean, brooding face did not change expression as he watched the pale and perspiring man cross the flagstoned floor with a sharp, nervous patter of leather.


  “Gently, Tors, gently,” he said quietly, his eyes mocking under their overhang of dark eyebrow. “You’re Prime Minister now—remember that. A prime minister doesn’t come blundering into the palace looking as though the sky was falling. It creates unrest in the population. Try to remember that we’re no longer a pair of obscure rabblerousers, trying to overthrow the Crown.


  We are the Crown now. Try to act like it.”


  “D’hai, the sky is falling!” Tors burst out unheedingly. “I have word that the Earthmen are driving beyond the Rim and into the heart of the Empire itself! Their ships are irresistible. They’re winning battle after battle! And the people are restless! They say it’s time the False Emperor’s rule was overthrown. Some of the garrisons are rebelling!”


  Still the Emperor’s expression did not change. “So,” he said calmly, “the Earthmen were not bluffing when they said they’d maintain the rights of the old Emperor.”


  “Yes! You said they wouldn’t, D’hai. What are we going to do?”


  “I was wrong, Tors,” Merssu said evenly. “No matter. As for what we are going to do, why, I suppose you’d better arrange for another broadcast. Tell the people we have weapons ready if the situation becomes serious, that they have nothing to fear.”


  “But the situation is serious! And what weapons?”


  “No weapons, Tors,” Merssu explained patiently. “But the story will serve to keep the people calm—and, perhaps, make them think twice about revolt. Now go. Hurry!”


  The prime minister’s feet pattered over the floor again. The door to the room closed.


  Merssu smiled quietly. He rose, and opened the concealed door behind his chair. Closing it behind him, he slipped into a passage of which no one knew, and ten minutes later he was in a private tubeway that led halfway across the continent into the heart of an old and barren mountain range.


  As he sat comfortably in the padded upholstery of the tube car, Merssu smiled again. Poor Tors! So excitable. Always the hysteric—a perfect rabblerouser, perhaps, but not a clever man. No, never a clever man. A clever man knew when the game was over. And Merssu laughed.


  The game had been worth it. Five years ago, he had been a revolutionary, slinking through the alleys at night, always in danger—and always clever. Four years of that, and then—Empire. Absolute rule over the entire Greater Magellanic Cloud. Now he was once again in danger. But it was a danger he had long ago foreseen, and planned for. And the past year had been worth it. He laughed again. Poor, addle-witted Tors! Left with the empty bag in his hands.


  The spaceship rested like a crouching bullet in its chamber. As he slid the tubeway door shut behind him, Merssu admired the savage sleekness of its lines once again. Even more, he admired his cleverness in having it built. A clever man always has a back door. He crossed the hangar floor unhurriedly, and climbed into the ship.


  The control room was small, but efficient. A hundred controls lay closely around the padded chair, some of them for the standard drive, others for the hyperspatial warp.


  The hyperspatial warp! Merssu smiled. There was his escape—and more. Here were the means for his future rulership over nothing so small as the Cloud—here were entire galaxies waiting for his hand.


  Hyperspace! There was something to make a man think! Another universe, not beyond, but alongside his own, hidden in the complex byways of Reimannian geometry and the mathematics of Einstein. A universe where time itself ran slower, where a year of normal time encompassed centuries. A ship could twist itself into that universe and travel just below the speed of light, the limit which, in normal space, was the barrier no ship could cross. But, in hyperspace, while the same barrier existed, a man from normal space could travel for centuries, covering great distances, while, for him, only a few months passed.


  Merssu chuckled. Behind him, stored in the great holds of the ship, were working models of every machine and weapon the Cloud civilization possessed. There were plans, manuals, instructions, all translated into basic symbology that any intelligent being could understand. Packed into this ship was an entire civilization, ready to be brought to whatever people Merssu chose. He had only to enter hyperspace and lose himself where no Earthman or rebel could follow, and there he-would find a primitive race, barely beginning to rise out of the mud. He would bring them civilization. In return, he would have—Godhood!


  They would worship him, those primitive people. He would be Merssu the Firegod, thundering out of the sky, bringing with him the gift of civilization. And once the gift was given, he would climb back into the sky on a pillar of fire, promising to return when his people were ready.


  He laughed aloud, the deep bass sound echoing through the control chamber. Why not? He could fly back into space and spend a year, waiting, while centuries passed on the primitive world. When he returned, that world would be his, and soon afterward the entire universe would bow before the name of Merssu, the immortal Firegod, for there is no force so strong, no loyalty so great, as that of men for their gods.


  Still laughing, he blasted the ship out of its hangar into the darkness of space, and a little later, into hyperspace, while the big blue ships of Earth smashed his discarded Empire behind him.


  In a month, he had found his planet, and his people. They were almost human in appearance, but shorter. So much the better. He was like them, but just different enough to be a god.


  He brought his ship roaring down through the atmosphere, trailing a streamer of flame. As he passed over the sea that covered most of the world, the wash of his jets kicked the water into froth, and the sound of his passage echoed through the sky.


  The village rested on the shore of the sea. The mud huts trembled as his ship sank down, resting on its jetstream until it settled slowly to the ground.


  Smiling faintly, Merssu put on his spacesuit, strapping his antigravity harness on over it. He flew out of his upper airlock, carrying a gun in his hand.


  He hovered in the air above the village. He pointed the gun into the air and fired. A cone of flame shot toward the sky. He pointed the gun at the sea, and towering curtains of steam rose to hang over the village.


  Merssu descended, and found his people groveling in the mud.


  Weeks passed. A stream of men carried the ship’s cargo into a great sprawling building that Merssu carved out of a stone cliff with a subatomic cutter. The lintels of the building were sanctified with the blood of virgins. A new class of people arose in the village—the Priests of Merssu, the Firegod.


  And as the ship rose up into space again, on its journey back into the normal space where Merssu would wait his year and the centuries would pass for his people, the priests chanted over their altars.


  “He will return. Merssu goes to his kingdom in the sky, but he will return, bearing flame in his hands. Merssu the Firegod—Merssu, the immortal Bringer of Fire—will return.”


  And the centuries passed.


  Merssu brought his ship out of the sky, tearing the air as he came, the growl of his jets thundering over the mighty city on the sea. The sound echoed back from the carved face of the Temple of Merssu, and beat against the spreading buildings.


  The ship settled to earth. Merssu strapped on his antigrav unit, and flashed out into the air above the city. He fired his gun into the sea, and the steam-curtain rose once more. He pointed the gun skyward, and the heavens danced with flame.


  A low, snarling car bearing the sign of Merssu’s priesthood drove up to him as he touched the ground. Two men got out and walked toward him, one of them dressed in the somber black of the priesthood. Merssu stood waiting, his eyes lighting with triumphant fire.


  “Who are you?” the priest asked.


  Merssu stared, the pose broken. “Who am I? Kneel, fool! I am Merssu, the Firegod.”


  The two men looked at him speechlessly for a moment, then burst into laughter.


  “Merssu!” The priest wiped his eyes. The other man’s laughter trailed into anger.


  “Watch your tongue, blasphemer!” he said curtly, drawing a gun from his holster.


  “Merssu!” the priest repeated, “You’re the fool, stranger. At least the others who’ve tried to claim his godhood had the sense to disguise themselves to resemble his pictures.”


  “Pictures change, rash priest!” Merssu thundered. “I am the Firegod! Look on my power!” Once more he fired into the sea, and once more the steam pillars rose. “I am the God of Fire. I fly in the hands of flame. I walk on the air. I burn the land and the sea. I am Merssu!”


  The priest’s face lost its tolerant amusement. His mouth twisted in scorn.


  “Walk on the air, do you? In a Mark XI Antigrav belt, yes. Burn sea and land, eh? With a sungun, certainly. Fly in hands of flame? If you wish to be picturesque about it, yes—but so does every drunken fool of a spaceman.”


  “I tell you, I am Merssu!” Merssu screamed. “Bow down and worship!”


  “Silence!” The priest’s voice was dangerous. “You will come with us to the temple. There you’ll see how we worship imposters!”


  “I’ll kill you!” Merssu shouted, raising his gun.


  The priest motioned with his hand. The man with him blew Merssu’s head off.


  “Blasphemer!” the priest spat disdainfully, his voice filled with disgust. He and his retainer turned back to the car, leaving the body to be carted away later.


  Every evening at sunset, the priests of Merssu stand over their altars and intone the words.


  “He will return. Merssu the Firegod—Merssu, the immortal Bringer of Fire—will return.”


  And the people of Merssu’s world intone in reply, “He will return.” Throughout the galaxies of hyperspace, wherever the men of Merssu’s world may wander, there are other priests, and other races that respond, but the ritual is always the same.


  “He will return.”


  And the city waits. The planet waits, and the other planets about the other stars through all the galaxies of hyperspace wait.


  They always will.
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  They plucked him from his studies and sent him out to spy on the nonconformists. But Mina had already planted doubts in the groping mind of Raoul. With their poisons in his blood driving him to betray her, he found the ship from the stars. And in it, he found the truth that damned a world!


  The mob had gathered thickly on both sides of the Way of the Gods, the wide road that ran through the heart of the City. They were shouting in unison.


  “Kill! Kill! Kill the Noncon!”


  Raoul pushed against the back of the mob, silently praying to the God of the Glowing Lamp that he would find a place near the curb.


  The shouting mounted to a thundering din as the Procession emerged from the Court of New Understanding and moved toward the Temple of the Tester, the cube-shaped, white marble building in the center of the city. The Bishops’ fires blazed up in five braziers on the roof of the Temple—gold-colored flame for the Bishop of Invisible Powers, green for the Bishop of Earth, blue for the Bishop of Man, white for the Bishop of Happiness, and scarlet for the Bishop of Custom. The Tester strode from the Temple and stood waiting on the Sacred Pedestal, a tiny figure clothed in white, almost lost before the massive building towering behind him. Raoul had never been any closer to the Tester, nor was he ever likely to be; yet, even at such a distance, he felt the instinctive surge of respect for the man who symbolized the power of the Gods. With his right hand Raoul made the mystic circle of obeisance in the air.


  A drum corps of the Order of Justice, clothed in flowing scarlet, marched at the head of the Procession. Immediately behind them came the Bishops, held high on golden litters. Raoul’s own Bishop came first, the Bishop of Invisible Powers. His glittering throne was born by a dozen high priests of the three Orders over which he ruled—four from the Order of Flowing Oil, robed in black with the white derrick symbol blazing on their sleeves; four from the Order of Captive Water, robed in blue with the rectangular symbol of the dam on their sleeves; and four from the Order of the Glowing Lamp, dressed in cloth of gold and wearing the sun symbol on their robes.


  Apprenticed to the Order of the Glowing Lamp, Raoul, like his high priest, wore a gold-colored robe. His skin-tight, knee-length shorts and his soft-soled shoes were of the same color. Except for the robe, bound loosely around his throat, he was naked above the waist.


  Every other man in the throng was identically dressed—although the colors of their robes and their sleeve emblems were characteristically different, depending on the Order to which each belonged. The women, of course, wore the colors of their current mates.


  Raoul was surprised to see so many brown robes of the Order of the Plot and Acre among the crowd, but he knew that most of them were refugees. Hundreds had fled into the city in recent weeks because of the trouble the Noncons were making at farms in the north.


  The Bishop of Invisible Powers was followed by the brown-robed Bishop of Earth, whose litter was carried by high priests of the Order of the Plot and Acre, the Order of the Stone and Wood, and the Order of the Sea and Stream. There came next another drum corps of the Order of Justice, followed by the Bishop of Man, wearing a robe of mottled purple and white. He was borne by high priests of the Order of the Cloth, the Order of the Healer, and the Order of the Book. Since the Bishop of Happiness ruled no Orders, he walked alone, surrounded by whirling ranks of his dancers and trumpeters, their spangles quivering in the sunlight.


  The Bishop of Custom, awesome in his scarlet robe, came last. He walked, too, since his high priests carried the barred prisoner’s cage on their shoulders. The seething drums and trumpets, the crying fury of the mob burst into a volcano of sound as the Procession stopped before the Sacred Pedestal.


  “Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!”


  “How do you know he deserves to be slain?” The words were shouted close to Raoul’s ear. Frantically he tried to examine the faces of his neighbors, to see which had expressed the Noncon heresy. But the mob pressed so close around him he could not move.


  High priests of the Order of Justice pulled the cringing Noncon out of his cage and pushed him up the steps toward the Tester. The prisoner, lacerated with the wounds he had received in the Court of New Understanding, collapsed on the stone, weakly clawing at the cold granite, his long, white hair falling down over his eyes. Each of the Bishops mounted the Pedestal and, in turn, beat the Noncon with their metal thonged whips, in order to drive the evil from him so that his death might be pure.


  “The man is very old. Does his suffering amuse you?”


  It was the same voice. Raoul strained against the mob, jamming his elbow into naked ribs. His neighbors grunted in the ecstacy of their shouting, but they moved enough for Raoul to escape. He saw a figure moving along the fringe of the crowd a muffled figure, and a swirling, brown cape.


  He inched his way free. He thought he saw the figure melt into the crowd some fifty feet away. He ran in pursuit, and at that moment the shouting of the mob rose to a final frenzy of joy and fell away languidly. Raoul knew that the Tester had at last given the death wires to the Noncon and the old man was dead.


  The crowd began to disperse as Raoul roughly snatched the shoulder of the person he was pursuing. The brown cloak fell away. Raoul looked into the pale, angry face of a woman.


  “So this is how city men treat refugees who come here for help?” she demanded.


  “I—I’m mistaken,” he said. “I thought you were—that is—someone else.” There were so many people of the Order of the Plot and Acre in the city; it was easy for him to have followed the wrong person. Raoul was sure no woman had spoken the treason in his ear. Since women were apprenticed to none of the Orders—except, occasionally, to the Order of Happiness—women obviously could not become Noncons.


  “You frightened me,” she said. “I’ve never seen one of your Processions before; the excitement must have gone to my head.”


  “Women are poorly equipped to withstand strong emotion,” he agreed, repeating the familiar truism.


  They had been carried along the walk by the dispersing crowd. Raoul drew her into the entryway of an eating house.


  “Your mate has come to the city with you?” he asked. It was the traditional question. He had to know her answer before they could talk further. And, for the first time in his life, it mattered a great deal to him. Even on such a short acquaintance, he found her indefinably attractive and different from the women he had met at the mating houses.


  “My mate?” Her lip curled. “It means nothing to me where he is, or what Order he serves.”


  “Then you are ready to change your cloak?”


  “In my own good time.”


  “Mine is very attractive.”


  “Ah, but what of the man who wears it?” She looked up into his face, smiling gently. The very way in which she phrased the question set her apart; no city woman would have dared to ask it Raoul nodded toward the eating house. “Let’s share a happiness drink and begin our acquaintance. I have a part of an hour before Pere Marin will expect me back at my bench.”


  He led her into the eating house, already thronged with citizens relaxing after the tension of the Procession. By custom Raoul had no right of escort until she had admitted that she was ready to change her robe. Like all women, she was beautiful—a tanned, firm, healthy body, almost as tall as Raoul’s; and an oval face framed with waves of dark hair. But beauty was commonplace; every woman learned how to make herself attractive, just as every man learned the skills to serve the God of his Order. Yet Raoul saw a distinctive quality in this strange girl, something unaccountably different reflected in the bright, impenetrable depths of her eyes. There was none of the glazed, superficial acceptance of affection that he found in every city girl he met at the mating houses. With a shock he suddenly understood the difference: this woman had an individuality and personality of her own—a woman with the traits of a man!


  When he found an empty table, he made a point of removing his golden robe so that she could see the virility of his youth. She eyed him speculatively, but he had the disconcerting realization that a kind of laughter bubbled beneath the curtain of her eyes. He sat close to her so that their bodies were touching, and again he had a feeling that the maneuver merely amused her.


  “Since you have offered me your cloak,” she said when he had brought their happiness drinks from the counter, “perhaps you might tell me your name.”


  “Raoul IV.”


  “Mine is Mina—Mina Farmen.” She sipped her happiness drink. “Then you’re still an apprentice, Raoul?”


  “My Name-taking comes at the Maturation Ceremony next month,” he explained. “I will be called Raoul Liteman then; but the full name is yours, whenever you take my robe. You see, the apprenticeship in the Order of the Glowing Lamp is longer than any of the others because our God has given us so many complex machines to service. Consequently, the Tester grants us special mating permission before we become novices.”


  “Then you already have a mate, Raoul? What becomes of her if I accept your robe?”


  “None now.” He swirled his happiness drink in its tiny glass, watching the reflection of the ceiling light on the liquid, and sending a quick prayer to the God of the Glowing Lamp. “I’ve visited all the mating houses again and again, but I can’t find the woman I want. When I was fifteen I took a mate and we lived together for a time, but it didn’t work out.” He looked intently into her face “There was so little that we had in common, so little for us to talk about! She was so pliant, and so willing—and so entirely negative.”


  “Isn’t that all men ask of a woman, Raoul?”


  “But there must be more to it than that, Mina!”


  “What makes you think I would be any different?”


  “Because of the way you talk to me now; because our chance meeting can only mean that it was decreed by the Gods.”


  “Yes, I’d forgotten that. You mistook me for someone else. Who, Raoul?”


  “A Noncon in the crowd. It doesn’t matter. The Order of Justice will pick him up before he does any great harm.”


  “A friend of the old man’s? The one who was killed?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m not acquainted with city ways, Raoul; tell me, what crime had the old man committed?”


  “He was a Zynetiss.”


  “I heard the crowd shouting that, and I dare say I shouldn’t admit my ignorance, but I must know, Raoul. What is a Zynetiss?”


  Raoul laughed pleasantly. “I thought everyone knew that.”


  “In the country we’re cut off from the news.”


  “Why, a Zynetiss is a Noncon; disloyal and unfaithful to his Order.”


  “But what does a Zynetiss do that makes him disloyal?”


  “You women and your questions!” Raoul laughed again, but he felt vaguely uncomfortable. “A Zynetiss is simply disloyal; that’s all there is to it.”


  “What about the old man? What did he do?”


  “How should I know that?”


  “But you were shouting with the rest of them, Raoul. You wanted to see him killed.”


  “That’s what the Processions are for, Mina.”


  “Surely, you don’t shout for a man’s life without being certain that he deserves to have it taken!”


  “All Noncons are evil; a Zynetiss is a Noncon.”


  “How do you know when a person is a Noncon?”


  “That is decided by the Order of Justice when a prisoner is taken to the Court of New Understanding.”


  “Then how does a Noncon become a prisoner? How does he give himself away?”


  “By acting like a Zynetiss.”


  “But exactly what does a Zynetiss do, Raoul? I must know! I’m a stranger in the city; I’m surrounded by thousands of people I never saw before. How am I to know which of them are loyal, which I can trust?” She hesitated and her voice sank to a whisper. “How can I be sure about you, Raoul?”


  He tried to laugh again, but the gesture fell flat when he saw the look of anxiety in her eyes. “These things are beyond the comprehension of a woman, Mina.” He got up and pulled his golden robe around his shoulders. “I have to get back to my bench, or Pere Marin will be reporting me to the Bishop. Which mating house are you staying in, Mina? Tell me; I want to see you again.”


  “Oh, yes; my address.” She seemed confused and frightened. “I’m not sure I want you to know, Raoul.”


  He drew her to her feet and tilted her head so that he could kiss her lips; she submitted without responding. “Most of the refugees are at the Acre House,” he said softly. “Is that it?”


  She looked away. “Yes, that’s it, Raoul.”


  “I’ll see you tonight, Mina.”


  “Very well, Raoul; tonight.” Her tone was dead and emotionless, entirely blank.


  Such a parting was by no means encouraging. When he went to the Acre House that evening she might refuse to see him; she might already have selected an experimental mate from another Order. Somehow, the idea that he could not win her immediately made Mina more than ever attractive to him.


  She had turned cold, Raoul guessed, because she was worried about the Noncons in the city. It was understandable, since it was Noncon depredations that had driven Mina from her farm and turned her into a refugee. But, in trying to understand the enormous evil of the Zynetiss, her mind—womanlike—had become emotionally unbalanced to the point of suspecting even Raoul himself.


  Or had she, somehow, penetrated Raoul’s own, nagging self-accusation? Once again he was forced to face the frightening question: was he, in truth, subconsciously a Noncon because he cheated on the Tests? Raoul had no way of knowing; he had no way of finding out. He could ask no one for help.


  The most disorganizing factor in his feeling of guilt was his inability to be sure even of the degree of his own evil. Perhaps he had done nothing; perhaps such cheating was commonplace and always had been. The truth of the matter was that Raoul had no way of specifying precisely what behavior characterized a Noncon. Mina’s questions had made him aware of that. As he considered the matter, it seemed that, if he knew that, it might give him a way of defining his own degree of guilt. And surely it would be safe to ask Pere Marin about Noncons.


  Raoul was the last of Pere Marin’s apprentices to return from the Procession. He threw his robe over the rack and went to his workbench. As he pulled out his stool, heralds from the Order of Truth entered the workroom and announced one of the periodic Classification Tests.


  Pere Marin herded his charges into the twenty school desks in a corner of the room. Each apprentice furtively made the circle sign to the God of the Glowing Lamp as the heralds passed out the test booklets and set up the giant timer.


  Every apprentice, by the time he was six or seven, knew that he had to make a score close to the norm, or the Order of Truth would select him for death in the Elimination Ceremony. Raoul’s particular group of apprentices had begun as a class of thirty-five; over the years the Tests had reduced the number to twenty. The realization that children who made low scores would be killed was difficult to face, and yet Raoul and his fellow apprentices eventually found it acceptable. A low score clearly defined the unfit; to purify the society of the future, the unfit had to be removed.


  To Raoul the Tests had always seemed quite simple. It had become his habit to answer questions until he knew his score approximated the norm, and to leave the balance of the booklet blank. He always supposed that everyone else did the same thing, but he never talked about it with the others because any discussion of the Tests was taboo.


  But when Raoul took his fifth Classification Test—he had been twelve at the time—he stumbled upon a new factor, and the truth had lain festering in his mind for more than eight years. Raoul had idly watched his companions. Poor Billy II had struggled through the booklet to the very last page, chewing his pencil in terrified anxiety and answering everything he could. Most of his answers, Raoul had covertly observed, had been quite wrong; and Billy, of course, had been selected for Elimination at the next Ceremony.


  But Raoul had also watched Michael III. Michael, like Billy, had plodded entirely through the Test, but his answers had been generally correct. At the time Raoul had wondered why Michael bothered, since he must have known, as Raoul did, that he had long since safely achieved the established norm.


  Yet Michael III had been chosen for Elimination, too!


  The Order of Truth had reported that his score was as low as Billy’s. Raoul knew differently. Later Raoul had seen the same thing happen to three other apprentices. The Tests eliminated not only inferior minds—the recognizably unfit—but superior minds as well.


  On each Test thereafter Raoul instinctively made the norm score, and nothing higher. Slowly he realized that he was the only apprentice in his group who did so. The others struggled to make the highest scores they could; and, when they did, they were promptly selected for Elimination. Raoul gradually understood that he alone was intentionally cheating. He had no desire to join the Higher Circle of Gods quite yet; he found too much pleasure in the strength and joy of youth. Yet, by saving himself from Elimination, he was cheating the Gods. Was that, perhaps, the essence of the Zynetiss evil?


  When the Test was over that afternoon, the heralds collected the booklets, and Pere Marin dismissed the apprentices. Since the names of the unfit were not announced until the hour of the Elimination Ceremony, it was tradition for apprentices to seek immediate relief from their tension in the various Temples of Happiness. But Raoul lingered at his desk until the workroom was deserted. Pere Marin came and stood beside him, frowning anxiously.


  “You’re not worried, are you, Raoul?”


  “No, Pere Marin.”


  “You passed the Test; you always do. Then hurry, boy! Every Temple of Happiness will be jammed to overflowing in another ten minutes.” Still Raoul did not move, and the old man bent over him, slipping his arm around Raoul’s shoulder and running his thin, wrinkled hand over the skin of Raoul’s chest. “You’re hot, Raoul! Why didn’t you tell me you were sick! I’ll call the Order of Healers and we’ll have everything fixed up in—”


  Raoul pulled away and stood up, flexing his muscles. “Nothing’s wrong with me, Pere Marin. I just want to talk.”


  “Oh; so that’s it.” Pere Marin smiled his relief. “You’re thinking of taking another mate, and you want to tell me all about her. Well, by all means! It’s about time. Come back to my apartment; we’ll have a happiness drink, and toast your luck.”


  Raoul followed the old man into the small, pleasant lounge adjoining the workroom. It was a familiar and pleasant room to Raoul. Here Pere Marin had turned him over his knee when Raoul had been caught, as a child of five, stealing electronic tubes from the storeroom so he could use them to build a toy temple. Here Pere Marin had signed Raoul’s report cards from the general school, and chided him for doing so poorly in his spelling. Here, too, Raoul had heard his first stories of the Gods when Pere Marin had read to his apprentices out of the Temple Book.


  Pere Marin was the only parent Raoul knew. Like everyone else, Raoul had been born in a House of Dedication. He had no idea who his mother and father had been, and no curiosity to find out. They were simply a chance mating in the past which had given him his biological heritage. That they had not created him one of the unfit was enough to ask or expect. In the House of Dedication, before Raoul was two days old, he, along with thirty-five other boys born in that same year, had been apprenticed to the Order of the Glowing Lamp. The thirty-five babies had been turned over to Pere Marin, who had reared them in an environment suitable to their service to the God of the Glowing Lamp.


  In the more than twenty years that Raoul bad lived with him, Pere Marin had taken a succession of mates. Some had stayed for only a week; others, for as long as two years. But the women had had no affect upon the apprentices; even their names Raoul had long since forgotten.


  Raoul loved and respected Pere Marin; yet the questions he wanted to ask were almost impossible to phrase. For some minutes he lay back in the cushioned guest chair, sipping his happiness drink. Raoul poured himself a second. Only when he felt the tingling excitement whispering like an electric shock over his nerves did he find the courage to ask:


  “Pere Marin, why do we kill Noncons?”


  “You know that as well as I do, Raoul. A Noncon is a Zynetiss.”


  “But why is a Zynetiss evil?”


  “I have read to you from the Temple Book.” The old man reached for the well-worn, red-backed volume lying on his desk.


  “And I can quote the sacred words,” Raoul said impatiently, repeating in a monotone, “And the Earth was ruled by the Law of the Zynetiss, and the Gods were cast out and reviled. And the Zynetiss taught their evil to all men, even to the little children. And the Zynetiss fire scorched the fields and turned cities into white dust and made even the Forbidden Place naked to the sun.” Raoul clenched his fists angrily. “So it goes, Pere Marin—on and on. Don’t read me the same old story; tell me what it means!”


  Pere Marin’s hand shook as he reached for his happiness drink. “The words of the Gods speak only to our hearts, Raoul.”


  “What is the Law of the Zynetiss, Pere Marin?”


  “The Gods triumphed and destroyed it, Raoul.”


  “But, if we no longer know, how can we slay a man for believing in it? How do we know he is guilty?”


  “The Gods of Truth and Justice reveal what is needful to their Orders.”


  The old man poured himself another happiness drink and gulped it quickly. Then he reached for the Temple Book and thumbed through the pages until he found the passage he wanted. He read slowly and solemnly, “The blood ran deep, and the fires blazed high, and the Zynetiss said, I give man the power, but its use he chooses for himself; am I to be blamed for his evil? And the Temples were burned and empty. But at last the Gods took compassion. The First Tester came among men and selected the Chosen, So it was the new place and the new way came to be, and the Gods were satisfied.” Pere Marin closed the Temple Book. “That is your answer, Raoul. We are the Chosen; we honor the Gods.”


  Raoul stood up and paced the little room, slowly fingering his lower lip. “Pere Marin,” he said, “the Temple Book speaks only of the Zynetiss. We call them Noncons. Why? What does our word mean?”


  The old man snatched Raoul’s hand and held it tight. His face was suddenly pale, his lips thin and bloodless. “Raoul, we live in peace and comfort. We have food in abundance and happiness. It is enough. None of your questions can create anything better. You fill your mind with the poison of doubt, and it will destroy you. Forget it! Go out, now, and enjoy yourself.”


  Raoul turned away. He understood, then, how Mina Farmen had felt when he put off her questions. Thinking of her again, he suddenly realized how late it was; there was still a slim chance that she might be waiting for him at the Acre House.


  He drew on his golden robe and went outside. It was dark. He looked up and counted the visible stars. Only seven candles had been lighted that night. He counted again to be sure. The omen, especially to an apprentice of Raoul’s Order, was definitely evil. Yet he could not force himself to turn back. The prospect of seeing Mina again meant more than all the portents of the sky.


  He gave himself what protection he could by drawing the sacred circle of obeisance three times in the night air, and by wearing his robe reversed. He felt better. He looked up at the God Lamps and smiled.


  But doubt was in his mind, and it began to spill over into everything he had been taught. He knew, of course, that the sky was an inverted crystal sphere fixed above the Earth, so that the sun could run its appointed daily course with no danger of falling. But were the night stars truly Lamps of the God? Wasn’t it just as possible that the light might be flakes of the sun caught during the day by uneven projections of the crystal sphere? In Pere Marin’s room Raoul had drunk more happiness drink than was altogether good for him. He knew that, but he could not control the recklessness of his mind. If it were conceivable that the God of the Glowing Lamp had nothing to do with the stars, it was just as reasonable that, the Gods had nothing to do with the complex machines tended by the various Orders.


  The great dynamos and generators in the Temples of the Glowing Lamp gave the city light. But, if Raoul and his fellow apprentices could learn to repair them and rebuild them, wasn’t it possible that another man in another time had built them originally? The heresies stormed through Raoul’s mind in a flood. Couldn’t he, just as easily, apply the knowledge he already possessed and create a new machine—something totally different, something devised by man himself? So far as he knew, it had never been done before. Every machine was said to be the gift of one of the Gods. Yet. why not? The potentialities were limitless, and the possibilities dazzling.


  Even in his state of exaggerated elation, Raoul knew it would be impossible to explain himself to Pere Marin or even to his fellow apprentices. Strangely enough, he thought he could tell Mina Farmen; he expected not only Understanding from her, but sympathy and encouragement.


  Defiantly he stopped and reversed his robe once again, laughing up at the crystal globe of the sky. They were called Gods because they had made the machines. Raoul could outdo them. And would his achievement make him the equal of the Gods? No—far better: he would be a man, a man with a free and unfettered mind, a man unafraid.


  Raoul’s self-confidence soared. Even when he inquired at the Acre House and found that Mina Farmen was not there, he felt only disappointment rather than dismay. It was no trick brought about by evil omens, but simply an understandable deception. Mina had not wanted to see him again because he had frightened her. However, since she was in the city, she would be staying at one of the mating houses; with patience Raoul could find her.


  In three hours he had exhausted the probabilities and still not located Mina. Even her name was unknown. There was one mating house left, a small, forgotten building buried behind the massive Court of New Understanding. It was largely occupied by elderly ladies whose mating days were over. Yet by custom the lounges were gaily lighted and the ladies brightly dressed; and every evening they sat patiently waiting for the gentleman callers who no longer came.


  Raoul’s visit was something of a sensation. The white-haired crones felt the folds of his robe and touched the firm skin of his arm. They regretted that Mina Farmen was not staying with them; but when Raoul turned to go, they became persuasive, insistent, and maudlin in rapid stages.


  “Let us give you just one happiness drink; just one.”


  Since Raoul had already disturbed them, it seemed an unavoidable courtesy to stay at least for a moment. Besides, he wanted time to think through logical possibilities. If Mina were not at any of the mating houses, where else could he look for her?


  The elderly ladies made a great fuss over Raoul. They asked his name and age, and excitedly speculated among themselves as to whether or not any of them might have been his mother. They were forced to the conclusion that the nearest possible relationship was that of grandparent, but that by no means cooled their pleasure. They plied him with the happiness drink, and shyly showed him treasured mementos of the past. They showered him with delicate cakes and cookies; if he tried the art of one, it became necessary for him to sample the work of them all.


  Raoul had intended to stay only a few minutes, but almost an hour passed before he was able to work his way back to the door. The street outside was black and deserted, the buildings dark. Raoul’s head swam; the ladies had been altogether too generous with the happiness drink. He had to walk very slowly to keep from staggering.


  As he passed the yawning, bronze doors of the Court of New Understanding, he saw a silent group of men, wearing the robes of the Order of Justice, approaching the building, dragging a struggling prisoner between them. When they came abreast of Raoul, the man cried out,


  “I have done no wrong! I speak only for equality!”


  One of his captors struck his head with a chain and the prisoner screamed in agony.


  “Have mercy, in the name of the Gods!” the man whimpered.


  Suddenly four figures, muffled in brown robes, swarmed out of the shadows of the doorway and attacked the men. Taken by surprise, the leader fell back, calling to Raoul the traditional appeal,


  “Help! In the name of the Tester!”


  The shock cleared Raoul’s head; he responded with the pattern he had learned. He plunged into the conflict, smashing back the attackers.


  The brown-robed band were armed with short, heavy, metal bars which they used as clubs; the initial surprise was in their favor. In a matter of seconds, three men of the Order of Justice lay sprawled on the road with bleeding heads. The two who remained began to drag their struggling prisoner toward the doors of the Court.


  The attackers sprang after them. One of the novices of the Order of Justice was killed as he cupped his lips to cry for help. The other dodged the falling club, but it struck his shoulder and he fell to his knees, groaning with pain. Raoul ran to his assistance, dragging a brown-robed figure back from the fallen man. The robe pulled free; the attacker turned; and Raoul was looking into the face of Mina Farmen.


  He tried to speak, but he felt helplessly paralyzed. In the background he saw the rest of Mina’s band carrying away “the prisoner they had rescued. Then the novice of the Order of Justice pulled his Sacred Weapon from his belt and aimed it at Mina. She backed away, her hand clasped over her lips in terror.


  Raoul sprang at the man, knocking the weapon from his hands and beating his head against the stone. Mina smiled and fled.


  Raoul stood up, wiping his bloody hands oh the corner of his robe. Five men lay dead or unconscious in the quiet street and their Noncon prisoner was gone. Raoul had intervened to help the Noncon escape; by tradition, that made him equally guilty.


  A sweat of cold terror beaded his forehead. He began to run. Five blocks away, the fear slowly subsided and Raoul was able to reason again: He had helped a Noncon escape, true; but none of the surviving novices of the Order of Justice could specifically identify him, except as an apprentice or novice of the Order of the Glowing Lamp. In a very few minutes the city patrols would be fanning through the deserted streets; any member of Raoul’s Order who had the misfortune to be keeping late hours that evening would suffer some unpleasant grilling in the Court of New Understanding.


  To save himself, Raoul had to get off the street. It would do no good for him to go to a mating house, since the time of his arrival would be noted by too many witnesses. But the old dormitory adjoining the Temple workroom would be empty. Raoul and his fellow apprentices had spent their childhood there; occasionally, they did so even now. Yet Raoul knew none would be in the dormitory that night, because the others had all gone to the Temple of Happiness.


  Raoul slipped quietly into the dormitory through an unlocked window. He put his clothes in the cleaning tank; in the morning the bloodstains would he gone. Adjusting the stream of water Raoul showered, carefully scrubbing the evidences of conflict from his own skin. As he climbed into his bunk, he felt sleepily at ease, vaguely pleased with himself.


  But the self-satisfaction was transformed into terror at dawn. Pere Marin awoke Raoul in the cold, gray light and turned him over to four armed men of the Order of Justice. In silence they escorted him to the Court of New Understanding and ushered him into the magnificent, red-walled chambers of the Bishop of Custom. Raoul steeled himself for the ordeal of inquisition.


  He was prepared for anything except cordiality. The tall, thin, narrow-faced Bishop extended his hand and invited Raoul to sit on the damask cushion before the scarlet throne.


  “May I give you the congratulations of the Order of Justice for the service you have rendered us?” The Bishop smiled, but only with his lips. His voice was shrill and nervous. “The Noncon Zynetiss escaped, yet we know you helped us to the extent of your ability.”


  Raoul was bewildered. He felt that he should say something, but he had no idea what. Suddenly his inner fear collapsed and he felt wildly amused at the mistake the Bishop had made. He relaxed a little and his golden robe slipped from his shoulder; the Bishop saw the narrow bruise paralleling Raoul’s collar bone, and he ran his fingers over it softly.


  “A wound of honor,” he intoned, “suffered in the service of the Gods; may the God of Truth reward you with a speedy healing.”


  The prayer was repeated in a muttered undertone behind Raoul; from the corner of his eye he saw that the high priests of the Order had gathered in a semi-circle around him, close to the scarlet throne.


  “Raoul, we have brought you here not only to give you our thanks, but because we feel you can do us additional service,” the Bishop went on. “We wish to appoint you special agent of our Order.” It was an assignment rarely given. That it was offered was a mere formality; by custom, Raoul had no right to refuse. “There is danger involved, yet honor from the Gods if you succeed. We know that the Noncons have a stronghold somewhere in the hills; we know that the prisoner they stole from us was taken there; we ask you to find that stronghold for us.”


  Raoul made the circle sign of obeisance. “Sir, you judge me of an ability that I do not possess. How can I, alone, find what all your men have failed to locate?”


  The Bishop sighed and stroked Raoul’s naked arm gently. “I said there was danger, Raoul; I am asking you to serve as bait in a trap. We are sure the Noncons who escaped last night will remember your face. Revenge against the Chosen burns bright in their evil minds. If their agents see that you have gone alone into the territory which they terrorize with their pillage and depredation, they will make every effort to take you prisoner. You must allow yourself to be taken. The Noncons do not execute their enemies; they simply attempt to convert them to the Law of the Zynetiss. Only a man of your proven faith, Raoul, can remain strong enough to resist words. Once they have taken you to their hidden camp, pretend to join them; escape when you have an opportunity. Bring us the location of their camp and—”


  Raoul knew that the shrill, persuasive voice went on, but the words were suddenly gibberish; a violent, flaming pain stabbed into the flesh of his arm and surged through his body. In a moment it was over. The Bishop was holding his hand, and a high priest was backing away from him, shaking an empty hypodermic needle in the air.


  “It is merely a disease immunization,” the Bishop explained, smiling again with his lips. “We give it to all our agents when we send them into the backlands. You understand, Raoul, what we expect you to do?”


  “Yes.” The pain was gone. Raoul hoped that neither his tone nor his expression betrayed the plan he had formed.


  Through an inexplicable error in judgment, the Bishop of Custom had mistaken Raoul’s motive in intervening in last night’s attack. Obviously, the novice of the Order of Justice whom Raoul had beaten had not yet recovered consciousness; when he did, the mistake would be rectified, and with a vengeance. But now the Bishop’s misplaced confidence was giving Raoul a way to escape from the city. If Raoul could, in fact, manage to be captured by the Noncons, he would find Mina Farmen again, and he would never return to the city and the crushing captivity of the Gods.


  “You must leave at once,” the Bishop went on. “We have a horse saddled in the courtyard. We will make all necessary explanations to your Order. Ride north to the village of Wyne; somewhere beyond it, between the Great Desert and the Forbidden Place, is the Noncon stronghold. The prayers of the Gods go with you, Raoul.”


  By way of official blessing, the Bishop inscribed the circle sign above Raoul’s shoulder. Raoul was escorted through the bleak corridors of the Court of New Understanding, past the rows of cells, into the stonewalled yard. The priests of the Order of Justice saluted as he mounted the horse and rode slowly into the empty street, which was beginning to stir sluggishly with the first life of a new day.


  Raoul wanted to spur his animal to a gallop, yet he was aware that even now unwarranted haste might betray him. Logically, he would be expected to stop at the Temple of the Glowing Lamp and offer up a prayer to the dynamo. The sun had risen when he came out, and the city streets were beginning to fill with people. As Raoul began to mount his horse again, a tall, white-haired man, swathed in a white robe, brushed close to him.


  “You’re a fool,” he whispered; his voice was rich, deep, resonant. “The Order of Justice made inquiries last night; the old crones in the mating house knew your name, and the Order is fully aware that you permitted the Noncons to escape. They know you recognized the girl, too.”


  Raoul’s mouth was cold with fear. “Who are you?” he asked.


  “Your brother, perhaps; perhaps your father. It doesn’t matter. I’m interested in your case; I have been for quite some time. Now, because of your foolishness, you’re in danger of smashing all my plans.”


  “But the Bishop is allowing me to escape!”


  “Because he knows you’ll return; and he knows you’ll give them the location of the Noncon stronghold. The immunization shot was an hypnotic; you’ll come back because you can’t help yourself. And you are far too valuable to me to be sacrificed to such trivialities. There’s a chance I can save you, if you follow my instructions exactly.”


  “How do I know you’re—”


  “You don’t. But do you trust the Bishop of Custom more?”


  Raoul took a deep breath and looked into the hard, blue eyes of the old man. “No,” he admitted.


  “Good. Now the drug won’t begin to work for thirty hours or more. There is an antidote, but it requires preparation and the ordeal is not pleasant. When you leave the city, take the south road to Weetil; then go east to the coast. You will come to a small, yellow villa on the shore. Fear nothing; the people there are entirely loyal to me. Wait at the villa for me.”


  Without lingering for an answer, the old man turned and Raoul rode out of the city. With no hesitation, he took the broad, white road to the south.


  Beyond the city, the countryside was a checkerboard of rolling, fertile farmland, worked by the giant machines created by the God of the Plot and Acre.


  Village centers were spaced with geometric regularity along the highway; they were clean, neat settlements of apprentice barracks, mating houses, and enormous Storage Temples of the Gods.


  For long stretches Raoul rode alone, seeing nothing but well-tilled fields and grazing herds of cattle. Occasionally he passed caravans of horse-drawn vehicles which were hauling the regular shipments of foodstuffs up to the city.


  Raoul’s people lived in a near-tropical land on the shore of a warm-water sea. To the south and west were the impenetrable forests of the Gods, and to the north the desert wasteland. In spite of a prolific birthrate, the Elimination Ceremony kept the adult population stable. There was no urge to expand, and without it both the forests and the desert remained unexplored.


  Running diagonally across the face of the land, from the shore of the sea almost to the outskirts of the city, was the Forbidden Place, a long, narrow, tree-grown gully, perhaps a mile wide. It divided the area into two parts. No man dared enter the Forbidden Place for any purpose. Its terrors were vague and nameless—and therefore all the more terrifying. For any man or woman who broke the taboo, the punishment of the Gods was swift and merciless. Even the Noncons, Raoul had heard, avoided it, although they defied the Gods.


  Raoul lunched in the village of Weetil and exchanged his mount for a fresh one. The road east to the sea skirted close to the Forbidden Place. Raoul could see the tangled mass of shrubs and trees choking the gully. Brilliantly plumed birds sang on gnarled branches; clouds of insects danced in the air. The wind that swept from the Forbidden Place was cool and sweet, damp with the scent of the sea.


  From the crest of a knoll Raoul saw the glittering blue of the ocean, and the curve of the beach. To his left was the yellow villa, built close to the Forbidden Place and facing the sea.


  Three horsemen and a wagon were waiting at the side of the road, beneath the brow of the hill. When they saw Raoul, they moved toward him. Although the day was hot, they wore their brown robes wrapped tight around them, and their faces were partly hidden by hoods. The leader saluted him.


  “Your name is Raoul?”


  “Yes, Raoul IV, of the Order of the Glowing Lamp.”


  “Then we’ve found you! Mina will be pleased.”


  “She sent you?”


  “The gateman in the city is a good friend for us to have. As soon as we knew you had ridden south, Mina stationed groups of us on all the side roads. She knew you would have to turn off somewhere. But we can talk later. Get in the wagon; we’ll cover you with the empty sacks so you’ll not be seen.”


  “No; I must go to the villa.” A hand shot out and closed over Raoul’s wrist. As the brown robe parted, he saw that he was talking to a woman.


  “I said you would get into the wagon, Raoul.”


  “But you don’t understand! The Bishop has given me—”


  “I have my orders. You are to come with us, one way or the other. Unfortunately, it seems to be the other.” She gestured with a curt nod of her head, and her companions closed around Raoul. He was taken entirely off guard. A noose slid over his arms, pinioning them, and another bound an efficient gag into his mouth. They jerked him from his horse and threw him into the wagon, piling the sacks above him. The woman leaned over to thrust wadded cotton beneath his back.


  “It may make you more comfortable,” she explained. “We have a long ride north. There’s little danger that the Order of Justice would stop us for questioning, but it seems wiser to keep you concealed.”


  The swaying jolting of the wagon began, then, and continued without pause for endless hours. Raoul was conscious that darkness fell only because the intolerable heat lessened slightly. He could not move. His body was wet with sweat and streaked with the sifted filth from the sacks covering him. Gradually every muscle began to quiver with exhaustion; yet still the monotonous jolting continued.


  It was after dawn the next morning when the wagon finally came to a stop. The stinking bags were pulled away, and the ropes that bound Raoul were cut. Two women pulled him to his feet. As he stood up, pain stabbed through his legs in sheets of fire. For a moment he was vaguely conscious of many people crowding around him in a tree-lined clearing. Then he swayed and fell and lost consciousness.


  When he awoke he was lying comfortably in a sunny room. Mina sat on the bed beside him, patiently kneading the tense muscles in his arms. She smiled and bent over his lips to kiss him.


  “I’m sorry we had to bring you here like this,” she said, “but it was better this way than not at all.”


  “You shouldn’t have done it, Mina!”


  “Why not? Because you still think you’re not a Noncon?”


  “That doesn’t matter. The old man said—”


  “You made me an offer, Raoul. When you helped us get away, I decided to take you up on it.” She stood up, swirling her robe in the air so he could see it. “I’m wearing your cloak, Raoul; and this is our Noncon mating house.” She strode to the window, drawing aside the flowered curtain so he could see the rows of houses and the crowded village street. “There are more than a thousand of us here now, and we’re growing every day. We’re almost ready to take over the city itself. Then we’ll be staging a few Processions of our own.”


  “Mina, please! Listen to me. You can’t let me stay here. I’ve been drugged and I’ll betray you all.”


  She turned and stared at him, the pleasure draining slowly from her face. “No, Raoul; no!”


  “The old man said he knew an antidote, but it’s too late for that.”


  “What old man?”


  Raoul told her his story. While he talked, Mina sat on the bed beside him, holding his hand and biting her lip nervously. When he had finished, she said very deliberately,


  “There might be a drug like that; I doubt it. But it can’t work now, because you know what it will do. No man can be forced to do anything against his will!”


  “That’s female nonsense, Mina, and you know it. No man is free to act according to hi3 own will; the Gods rule our lives.”


  “And that’s male nonsense, Raoul; only you don’t know it—yet.” She squared her shoulders. “There are no Gods. It’s a fairy story, all of it. We are destroying ourselves with a foolish delusion.”


  “Of course.”


  Her voice sank to a whisper. “You know? You’ve been to the Forbidden Place?”


  “No.”


  “Then how can you—” She snatched his hand with trembling fingers. “Would you be afraid to go there? Answer me truly!”


  “I don’t know. I don’t feel about it now the way I used to.”


  “Have you rested enough to get up, Raoul? Try, Please!”


  He swung out of the bed. The ghost of fatigue still lingered in his muscles, but it had become bearable. She took his arm and they went out into the street, walking toward a bill at the edge of the village. The town hummed with activity. Raoul saw robes of nearly every Order. The only real difference between the Noncon village and any orthodox town in the land was that the women, as well as the men, were doing the service tasks to honor the Gods.


  It struck Raoul as odd to see women running machines, stringing electric wires, cleaning the streets, building new structures. Yet, why shouldn’t they? Was this, then, the only heresy of the Noncon? Was this the only reason why frightened wretches were hauled in Procession through the city streets and slain at the Sacred Pedestal?


  Mina replied evasively when he asked her about it. “We want equality for men and women in all things,” she said. But when they were on the outskirts of the town, out of earshot of the working villagers, she added.


  “It’s not what I wanted, Raoul; but our people can’t seem to work in any other way. Without the Orders, they’re simply lost and aimless. I don’t understand it.”


  “If Noncons do take over the city, I don’t see that much will be changed.”


  “It must, Raoul! When we win, they’ll be different; they’ll have to be.”


  Raoul stopped suddenly, grinding his clenched fists against his ears. He knew that Mina was still talking, but he could no longer make sense of what she said. His mind clouded over with a violent, insatiable desire to run, which quickly pinpointed itself in an almost verbal order to go back to the city. It was a sensation compounded of blinding horror and nausea. He knew instinctively that he would have no relief from it until he obeyed.


  But he knew something else, too: this was the effect of the hypnotic drug. If he gave in to it, it would mean destruction, not relief. Frantically he repeated that one fact over and over. He had a curious sense of madness, as if his brain were being torn in two, but his will gradually asserted itself. The slashing onslaught of emotion diminished, although it held fast in the back of his mind as a tenuous, unreasoned desire.


  He became aware of Mina standing in front of him, peering anxiously into his eyes. “What happened?” she demanded.


  “The drug.” He was planting. “It’s started to work.”


  She held him close. He felt the pounding of her heart against his naked chest. “Don’t give in, Raoul; you can’t!”


  “I didn’t, Mina.”


  “It’s over? Then you’ve beaten it, Raoul!”


  “This time. I’m not sure I can if it happens again.”


  “You will—because you must.”


  Together they walked to the top of the hill. The Noncon village lay in the valley behind them; close on the left was the rim of the Forbidden Place. Raoul was surprised to see the silhouette of the city in the distance, and the north highway winding close to the foot of the hill.


  “Now you know the secret of our hiding place;” Mina told him. “We live within sight of the city, but our crimes are all committed in the far north, so the Order of Justice looks for us there.”


  “Just how much damage have your people done, Mina?”


  “Literally nothing. But from the point of view of the Gods, a great deal, I suppose. Our purpose is to win converts. We enter a village in small groups. As the days pass we approach the people—chiefly the women—with hints and suggestions and arguments. The ones we win over join us, frequently bringing their mates here with them. The idea of equality among men and women has a strong appeal.”


  “What becomes of the ones you don’t convert?”


  “We do them no physical harm. But somehow the idea of our disobedience—even when they refuse to take part—seems to terrify them. They’re the ones who have become refugees in the city. They’re not running away from any real danger, but from the unmentionable longing of their own minds. They want to join us, too, but they don’t have the courage.” She turned away from him, combing the soft grass with the toe of her boot.


  “Some of the others aren’t so fortunate,” she went on. “They convince themselves when it’s too late, after we’ve gone. They can’t find us again. They can only talk and try to convince others. Sooner or later, they fall into the hands of the Order of Justice. After treatment in the Court of New Understanding, they star in one of your city Processions. We’re trying to work out a way to rescue them. That’s why I was there to see the ceremony the afternoon you and I met.”


  She pursed her lips and frowned. “The Noncon movement is making headway, Raoul; we’re really strong enough to take over the city now, but I’m holding them back, because something has gone wrong. It isn’t the kind of revolt I planned. We say we want to make ourselves free, yet bit by bit we’ve taken over all the old nonsense and the stories about the Gods. The Noncons use the same old machines they’ve always had, because they say the Gods gave them to us. But if I try to show them a new idea, a new machine, they—they—Oh, I don’t know! My own people seem afraid of me!”


  “And there are so many beautiful things they could make,” he said dreamily. “The other night, when I was looking for you—”


  “Oh, Raoul! You’ve thought of it, too!” Her voice broke and tears gleamed in her eyes. “And you say it so matter-of-factly; You’re not afraid.” She choked back her excitement. “Will you go into the Forbidden Place with me, Raoul? None of my own people will. When I ask them, they make the sacred circle in the air and run away.”


  He glanced toward the tangle of trees. For a moment he felt the terrified aversion of the place that he had always been taught. But his reason demanded names for the specific things he feared, and he knew there were none. He said,


  “All right, Mina; let’s go.”


  Mina pushed aside the choking brambles and beyond them Raoul saw a kind of path weaving into the trees. As he followed her, his blood pounded sickeningly; but when none of the anticipated horrors materialized, his tension slowly spent itself. Then, suddenly and without warning, the intense urge to run seized his mind again. He had expected the second attack of the drug to be stronger than the first; surprisingly, it was not. It was over in a matter of seconds. Mina noticed nothing.


  “I cut this path myself,” she explained, “after I found—”


  “Found what?” he asked when she hesitated.


  “I don’t have a name for it, Raoul. You’ll see for yourself in a few minutes. Off and on I have explored the Forbidden Place for years, but I found—it—only two years ago. The first time I came here I was a little girl, not more than twelve.”


  “And you weren’t afraid?” She laughed. “I never learned I was supposed to be.”


  “Didn’t your teacher in the Dedication House read to you from the Temple Book?”


  She stopped in the path and looked squarely at him. The unfathomable depths of her eyes blazed. “I have never told anyone else, Raoul. I think you can stand the truth.” She took a deep breath. “I wasn’t born in the Dedication House. My own father brought me up.”


  He felt a bitter shock of revulsion. He had actually kissed her lips and touched her hand; he had asked her to become his mate! And now she was quietly admitting to the foulest kind of filth. She was entirely lost to the Gods, neither human nor animal, forever unclean because she was undedicated. Her name was not inscribed in the Mystic Book; she had no guardian God who could hear her prayers; she would sully everything she touched and the taint would be passed on to her children and her children’s children, for all eternity.


  “My parents were serving the Order of the Plow and Acre. They had a lonely wheat station in the north. I came before my time, and my mother hadn’t made arrangements in the Dedication House in the village; so I was born at the farm. Only father was there to help, and mother died. He loved her so that he never took another mate, and he blamed the Gods for her death, because he had always rendered proper service and said the correct prayers and obeyed the omens. In his grief he doubted them, and he decided to make me a sort of test of the Gods. He gave me the regulation ceremony of Dedication himself, so that my name would be written in the Mystic Book; but he taught me nothing about the Gods. If they were all-powerful, he reasoned, the Gods would themselves instruct me in their ways. I grew up on lonely, out-of-the-way farms, Raoul; I seldom saw any man except my father; I was never inside a Temple. When father found that the Gods had taught me nothing, it convinced him. He spent the rest of his life hammering a single idea into my head: I was to trust in nothing, believe in nothing, that I could not prove for myself. Is it any wonder that I became a Noncon before I was fifteen?”


  As she talked, Raoul’s aversion withered before the erosion of reason. He knew her as she was. How could a Temple ceremony make her either clean or foul? Suddenly and savagely he pulled her into his arms, grinding his lips against the pulsing liquid of her mouth. Her eyes were bright with the ecstacy of her triumph, and in the gentle peace of the Forbidden Place she yielded her flame of passion to his.


  Later, she led him to the end of the path she had cut. Raoul saw a gigantic metal cylinder lying on the ground, so large he could not see the end of it, lost among the trees. Vines and moss grew over it and jagged pieces of metal had corroded away.


  “What is it?” he whispered.


  “Perhaps you will know when I show you the things inside.”


  She took him through a gap in the metal. He found himself in a vast, cylindrical room. Rusted, moss-covered machinery loomed in the semi-darkness. Small animals scurried over the damp floor as Raoul and Mina approached. A nesting bird in one corner cawed protectively over its trio of eggs. Mina stopped in front of a door.


  “Can you open it, Raoul?” Her voice bubbled with hidden pleasure. Vainly he twisted the confusion of rusted wheels and dials.


  “For more than a year I got no farther than this,” Mina admitted. “The secret is in fixing the wheels in a certain way.” She showed him how it was done. “Then you push this little lever—so. And the door comes open.”


  They stood back while the thick, intricately tooled metal rectangle swung toward them. The air smelled musty and stale and dry. Mina knelt and pulled the cord of a small, oil-burning motor. Light came on, revealing a long, cluttered chamber.


  “I brought a farm power unit and generator here,” Mina explained, “and put up the lights.”


  They went through the door. “This is an inner chamber, Raoul. It’s still exactly as it was when it first came here. The door sealed it fast until I learned how to open it, and the wall has not corroded through because at this point the metal is three layers thick.”


  Although he wanted to linger over the enticing array of strange machines that lined the walls, Mina led him instead to the far end of the chamber, where a complex panel of dials stood beneath a broad, green-tinged, glass screen. Mina pointed at an ornate ceiling decoration above the screen. Raoul saw a meaningless pattern of circles drawn against a field of faded black, but scattered among them were stylized symbols that he knew: the familiar sign of the sun, always worn by the Order of the Glowing Lamp.


  “But this shows fifteen suns in the sky!” he cried.


  Mina pulled open a drawer and threw a sheaf of yellowed paper on the panel before him, turning the sheets so that he could see each one. On every page was a drawing similar to the ceiling design, except that elliptical lines joined various of the spheres, and the number of suns was uncountable. Printed symbols on the paper suggested that it was a chart of the sky, on which routes of travel had been designated.


  Raoul’s mind reeled. His world was falling apart. For a moment he thought he was losing his mind. Two nights ago he had felt defiantly courageous to wonder if the Gods actually lighted night Lamps in the crystal globe of the sky; now he was doubting the existence of the crystal itself.


  Even as he struggled to hold to the Old concepts, an unanswered question that had always nagged at his reason mocked him still. If the sun, in truth, rode across the sky on a sphere of crystal, how did it return to its starting point each morning? Only once had he asked the question, when he was a very young child, and Pere Marin had replied with a painful lashing in order to drive the Noncon heresy out of his mind. But the beating had answered nothing; it had only taught Raoul not to ask the question again.


  “It’s harder for you,” Mina said, “because you’ve learned all the ways of the Gods. But consider the ceiling drawing and the charts. Then answer me truthfully: what is this thing hidden here in the Forbidden Place?”


  “A—a metal machine,” he said weakly.


  “But a machine has a use. How did this come to be here?”


  “It was—it was driven here from a place in the sky, from another sun.”


  “Not another sun, Raoul. We do not live on our sun; we merely enjoy its heat and light.”


  He choked and glanced up at the ceiling painting. He had a feeling of lonely vastness, of horizons receding eternally, of terrible instability and insignificance.


  “The important thing is this, Raoul: this traveling machine came here from another place. It brought machines we have never seen before, and—and men. Because it is here, this is called the Forbidden Place. We are not meant to find it. Why? Is it because it brought our own people to this world many centuries ago? Were we exiles? Were we pioneers?”


  “No, that isn’t why it’s forbidden,” he replied with some assurance, “but because of the machines. We are allowed just so many; we dare not make others. If we did, the Gods would be overthrown. Man would be free to rule his own destiny.” He began to pace the floor, rubbing his hands with excitement. “We must tell the truth, Mina; we must set our people free to think for themselves!”


  “I’ve tried, Raoul, and even the Noncons will not believe.”


  “Any man will believe what he can see for himself. We must learn all there is to know here, and then show our people—‘show them things and facts. It will be so easy.”


  Mina frowned uncertainly, but she said nothing.


  Raoul spent the rest of the day in the chamber of the metal cylinder. Mina, showed him the machines she already understood. His degree of comprehension outstripped hers almost at once, for Raoul had been apprenticed to the Order of the Glowing Lamp. He found very little that was totally new to deal with, but rather a different application of familiar principles. The first genuinely puzzling machine that he discovered was a short, metal-handled cylinder he took out of an old chest. Beneath the cylinder was a short, curved lever protected by a narrow, metal guard. The lever obviously made the machine perform, but the purpose of the device eluded him, for when he pulled on the lever the machine merely clicked as if a spring had been suddenly released.


  He was more interested in an apparatus that Mina called a talking machine. It was a fascinating new application of electronic tubes, for when she threaded a brown tape between spools and plugged the machine into her power outlet, the tape produced a gibberish that was obviously speech, although neither of them understood it.


  “It didn’t work at first,” Mina explained, “until I brought tubes from the village to replace the old ones.”


  “And they fit exactly?”


  “Yes; I knew where to put them because the markings on our tubes were the same as the markings on theirs. Oh, Raoul, if we only knew what the voice on the tape is saying, we could learn so much!”


  “If the electronic tubes are identical, we’re the same people, Mina. Our language must have changed, even though our machines have not.” He listened to the voice intently, as if concentration could pierce the linguistic evolution of decades. Suddenly he stopped the tape and ran a segment through the player again, more slowly. The sound of a word had become unmistakably familiar. On the second run he identified it as “Zynetiss.”


  “The machine may simply work on a different cycle,” he said hopefully. “We might understand if I could slow down the speed of the motor.” He carefully removed the front panel and examined the tubes and colored wires. The apparatus was annoyingly in the shadow. He tried to move it closer to the light, but it was fastened firmly to a metal cabinet welded to the floor.


  Raoul opened the cabinet. Its shelves were stacked with tapes like the one on the machine. He took them out so that he could inspect the roof of the cabinet. He ran his fingers along the metal, into the dark interior. He felt a small rectangle. It came free in his hand.


  Mina bent over his shoulder and they looked at a slim, fragile book. They were speechless and a little breathless, for they knew they had found the key to the strange tongue. The book contained lists of curious symbols that were obviously word forms. Beside each was a pictograph depicting meaning. Verbal action was conveyed in a series of drawings. And fastened to the page, next to each word symbol, was a piece of the talking tape.


  It was their greatest discovery, for it unlocked a new world.


  For a week they came back to the Forbidden Place each day, and spent hours memorizing the sound and sight of the strange language. At intervals, particularly at night, Raoul had occasional moments when the desire to return to the city blazed high in his mind, but the sensation passed quickly and each recurrence seemed weaker than any that had preceded it. After the fourth day the effect of the drug had passed entirely.


  The business of learning the word symbols was more difficult than it had seemed at first. At the back of the vocabulary book were graduated exercises in the use of the symbols, which conveyed additional and abstract meanings for each of the words. These, too, had to be learned and Raoul and Mina found they had to relieve the grind periodically, or lose all the ground they had gained.


  Raoul relaxed by building an improved lighting system, with equipment brought in from the village. He erected a shelter where they could stay at night in the Forbidden Place. Mina found food sources among the trees—wild berries, vegetables, birds’ eggs. They even managed to trap and kill two forest animals.


  At intervals Raoul experimented with other machines until he understood the function of most of them. There were numerous gauges and measuring instruments which apparently had checked the position of the traveling machine while it was in flight. There were devices that converted the sun’s rays into long bars of variously colored light and cast the bars against graded scales. There were cabinets of bottled chemicals, and cabinets of books which Raoul determined to read as soon as he knew the language. The thing that gave him the greatest delight, however, was the discovery of two very small machines which used electronic waves to transmit the human voice great distances through the air. Either machine could receive from the other or transmit to it. Raoul gave one to Mina and kept the second for himself, its compact body fastened within the band of his shorts and the tiny sending disk bound to his belt.


  Whenever they wandered apart in the woods, they could still talk back and forth. Even when Mina found it necessary to stay in the village because the Noncons were beginning to protest her long absences, she still kept in close touch with Raoul.


  The last machine he mastered was the metal-handled cylinder that had puzzled him before. In a sealed box he found a number of tiny, glistening, metal tubes. They fit exactly into chambers at the back of the cylinder. He skilled the empty slots and then examined the device again. It was probably a form of weapon. The released spring would throw the metal tubes through the cylinder. No doubt, if an enemy were close enough, the impact of the metal might stun him, but Raoul doubted that it was as deadly as the Sacred Weapon used by the Order of Justice. That functioned on the same spring principle, but it shot six tiny, poison-tipped darts sometimes as far as fifty feet. Even a scratch from one dart was fatal.


  Yet, because he could not estimate the full strength of the foreign spring, he took the precaution of carrying it outside before he pulled the releasing lever. Mina was lying on the grass in the sun, studying her vocabulary book.


  “I think I understand what this is, now,” he told her.


  “I hope it’s as wonderful as the back-and-forth talkers you found,” she said. Languidly she closed her book and lay back on the grass. “Come sit by me, Raoul, and show me how it works.”


  He dropped on the grass; she pulled him close, running her fingers softly along his ribs.


  “I’m sure it’s a weapon,” he said, determinedly ignoring her caress. “It may even be strong enough to hit that tree trunk over there.”


  “It must have a greater range than that, Raoul! There’s a bird on the branch; see if you can hit it.”


  “Not even a Sacred Weapon—”


  He aimed the cylinder carefully and pulled the lever. His arm shook with the impact of the explosion, and the bird fell dead. He lowered the device slowly. They both stared at it as it lay in the palm of his hand.


  “Such a small thing, to do so much,” Mina whispered.


  “The hand of the Gods. It’s in the Temple Book, Mina! And to save the Chosen, the Gods made another hand, a hollow pointing finger, to write fire and death on the hearts of the Zynetiss enemy. But so great and terrible was the destruction, the Gods concealed the knowledge when they gave the Chosen the new place.”


  “Nonsense, Raoul.” Mina got up, sweeping her hair back into a loose knot. “I have to go back to the village tonight. You want to stay here again, I suppose?”


  “Yes. I want to try to read one of the tapes again.”


  “I thought so. I fixed some cold fruit and meat for you. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”


  When Raoul was alone he examined the weapon again. He began to understand its value, although the secondary idea forming in his mind was still too vague for him to verbalize consciously. He took a handful of the tiny tubes and walked some distance away from the traveling machine. There he loaded and fired the weapon until he had not only conquered his fear of it, but was also able to hit a target of his choice.


  That evening, while he ate, he read the vocabulary book again; when he played the tape pieces through the talking machine he suddenly seemed to understand them without awkwardness, like words of his own. He had reached a plateau of learning where the new symbols had become workable.


  Excitedly he fed a tape into the machine. At first, he was disappointed. As before, he recognized an isolated word here and there, but the flow of meaning escaped him. Yet when he shut his eyes and concentrated with all his mind, the association of pictograph and sound began to coincide.


  Abruptly he comprehended.


  The tape wound to its end; he played it through again, and put on another. Throughout the night he listened to the story of his own people, and to the contrasting record of another. He grasped it all in terms of the strange language; but his mind ached with the strain of translating the facts into concepts of his own world. There was so much of the past he had forgotten, so much of the present he had to wipe out!


  In the beginning, in a disordered world, the voice told him, man’s ability to make machines outstripped his ability to control them. The machines were used in great conflicts; and each conflict was more terrible than the one that had come before it. Timid men blamed the machines for their trouble, rather than themselves; and in time they blamed the inventors, the men they called Zynetiss. A leader emerged, and the timid flocked to join him. He was a dreamer, a lover of justice, a sincere man terribly tormented by the turmoil of mankind. He thought he knew a solution.


  First, the invention of new machines had to be controlled. Tests were made to establish the value of new ideas; the ones that failed to meet the established standards were prohibited. Machines already made were judged, and those considered harmful to man were destroyed. The Zynetiss protested. An idea based on truth, they said, should never be discarded, regardless of the consequences; this they called the Law of the Zynetiss. They tried to persuade the people, and a new conflict began; as a result, the Zynetiss were outlawed. Many were slain; the rest vanished.


  Yet still the people were tortured with doubts and frustrations; still the world knew no peace. The leader, who called himself the Tester, thought the cause of the disorder must be located in the spirit of man himself. Those who were happiest were those who conformed most readily to the tried and established ways. A stable society seemed to be the final answer. The Tester went about setting it up, but it was not finished for many generations. Gradually all of the major institutions of man were telescoped into one which was called Service to Society. Men were divided into classes, according to their abilities. To establish complete uniformity, the custom of marriage was abandoned. All children were, at birth, absorbed into one uniform environment, which would shape them identically. The principle of the Test was applied to the people themselves. Those who conformed to the norm were allowed to survive; the rest were destroyed. Eventually the service classes were corrupted into Orders, and the service was rendered to invented Gods. But the basic principle remained. The stable society had been created; men were happy; they lived and died in ruts.


  One tape told the bitter story of Raoul’s people. The rest—more than two hundred reels—objectively listed the knowledge of another world, symbolized by the devices and books Raoul found in the traveling machine. The patient, persuasive voice on the tape invited the listener to judge between the two, and to make a choice for himself.


  Before the night was over. Raoul knew what he had to do. The truth had freed him; it could free others. Instead of living eternally walled in by custom and taboo, his people would be able to lift up their horizons to the stars.


  He knew he would be taking a chance; but he was confident that, if he could be heard, he would succeed. If he could be heard! In that instant, the whole plan fell into place.


  He removed the element from the talking machine which made the voice audible; after a little experiment, he made an adaptation of the instrument and wired it into the back-and-forth talking machine that he wore. When he tried out the results, he found his voice would boom like thunder over the empty forest.


  Since it was also conceivable that he might fail, he took the metal weapon with him and a carton of the explosive tubes.


  Shortly after dawn he called Mina on the back-and-forth talking machine.


  “I’m going to the city,” he told her bluntly.


  “No, Raoul. It’s the drug! Wait till I come, Raoul; give me a chance to show you what’s happened!”


  “It isn’t the drug, Mina, I’ve made up my own mind.”


  “It only seems that you have, Raoul. You’re tired and—”


  “Yes, I’m tired, but I know the whole truth. I’ve heard almost all the tapes, Mina. You were right, I think. Long ago, our people came here in that traveling machine, from another world. We’ve forgotten so much, and tied ourselves down with so much—”


  “Yes, Raoul; but you can’t go to the city and tell them that.”


  “There’s one place I can go where they’ll hear me.”


  “The Sacred Pedestal!” She screamed, but he snapped off the machine so he would not hear it.


  He set out at once because he knew Mina would try to stop him if he lingered in the Forbidden Place. His plan was simple. He intended to hide among the city crowds until the Order of Justice staged another Procession. If there were none today, there would surely be one tomorrow. As the victim was dragged toward the Sacred Pedestal, Raoul would use the amplification of his voice to attract the attention of the mob and quiet the shouting. Then he would mount the Pedestal himself and start talking to them.


  The only real danger, he thought, would arise if he could not silence the crowd. He still thought escape would be possible, because they had no weapon to equal his.


  Ironically, it was the very efficiency of Mina’s organization that trapped him.


  Until he approached the city gate, he had forgotten that the gateman was a friend to the Noncons. The attendant who had sent word to Mina that he had escaped from the city now tried to keep him from entering it. Raoul bluffed and to an extent he succeeded, for the gateman shrugged and let him pass. But the bluff had attracted attention. A block inside the city three novices of the Order of Justice stopped Raoul; a curious crowd formed quickly.


  Even then Raoul knew he could have escaped by using his weapon, but that would mean giving up his chance to speak the truth. He tried deception, and he was lost. The three men seemed to accept the story he gave them. They smiled; they exuded complacence; they apologized. As Raoul relaxed and walked away, the blow struck his head . . .


  He regained consciousness in a vast, smoke-filled room. Scarlet hangings covered the walls, and the only light came from the scarlet fire burning in eight braziers. The air throbbed with pounding drums and, as Raoul struggled to his feet, a band of naked men, painted red and wearing the grinning masks of Justice, sprang up around him. Gyrating wildly and screaming with fury, they swung around him in a circle, occasionally dancing close to slap at his legs with knife-sharp metal thongs.


  This, Raoul knew, was the beginning of the Ceremony of New Understanding. The dancing novices of the Order of Justice would lash him until his flesh was torn in ribbons, or until he cried out an admission of his guilt. In his case, he knew, admission had to be more than a mere formality; he was expected to tell them the location of the Noncon stronghold.


  The mounting fire of pain ate at Raoul’s legs. He was naked and helpless. Not twenty feet away, just beyond the circle of the dancers, lay his clothes, his priceless weapon and his back-and-forth talking box.


  A low door opened and a high priest scurried into the room.


  He whispered orders to the dancers, and slowly the frantic ceremony came to a halt. The high priest turned to Raoul.


  “The Bishop orders your presence.”


  Four of the dancers formed a sweating, panting cordon around Raoul and pushed him toward the door. A fifth picked up his clothing. Raoul’s heart leaped with hope; if once they returned it to him, he could escape.


  Raoul was taken into a tiny, gaudily scarlet room, where the Bishop of Custom sat on his throne, his hands clasped so tightly that the knuckles were white.


  “I sent you on a mission,” he said in his shrill voice. “Have you brought me the information?”


  “No.”


  The Bishop sprang up and lashed him across the face with a. jewel-studded band of leather. Raoul reeled. “You’re lying!” the Bishop screamed.


  “The truth?” Raoul almost laughed with hysteria. “Would you know it if I told you? Can you understand that everything you believe in is an illusion? We invented our Gods and we hide behind them because we’re afraid. I’ve learned that much for you.”


  The leather slashed Raoul’s face again, and the Bishop sprang at him, but a high priest intervened. He whispered quickly to the Bishop, and the thin man slowly subsided on his throne. He spoke with a semblance of dignity.


  “Who gave you the antidote, Raoul?” When Raoul did not reply, the Bishop’s voice rose higher. “We administered an hypnotic drug when you left here. If it had taken effect, you would have told us everything long before this. Only continuous, forced body sweating, maintained over a long period and started within ten hours of the time the drug is given, will counteract it. The high voice sank to a purring whisper. “But not five men in the city know that, Raoul. If you will publicly tell the name of the man who helped you, I’ll give you your freedom.” He waited. “Tell me!” he screamed. As he rose to lash Raoul again, the high priest again came between them. The Bishop stood by his throne, rigid and trembling.


  “In time,” he said, “the Order of Justice could have made you confess. However, you seem to have attracted attention elsewhere. I am ordered by the Gods to hold you without harm in a cell. I have no other choice. If I had known of your influence, I would have ordered you into Procession immediately; nothing could have countermanded that order, but now—now—” The Bishop shrugged. “The Gods must be served.” To the high priest he said, “Give him his clothes.”


  The Bishop sat in brooding silence while Raoul pulled on his golden shorts and his soiled robe. Raoul felt the wiring of the back-and-forth talking machine; everything was intact. His weapon and his box of explosive tubes had not been tampered with. He smiled with new assurance; if he chose, he could walk out of the Court of New Understanding whenever he chose and no man could stop him.


  “If I had known,” the Bishop mused thoughtfully, “that you were to be taken from my jurisdiction, you would be in Procession now, in place of the poor fool we’re just sending out. Nothing could have changed the final sentence, I speak with the tongue of the God of Custom. Now suppose, Raoul, that I had given the order first—Slowly the Bishop began to smile. He whispered to the high priest, and the high priest smiled, too. “Take him away,” the Bishop ordered.


  Raoul knew what they intended to do. It was, however, the thing he wanted. If he could speak to the people from the Sacred Pedestal, even as a prisoner, the whole fabric of falsehood could be destroyed.


  He saw that he still had a chance to escape when they brought him to the door of the Court. The crowds lapped up around the prisoner’s litter, screaming their anger; but Raoul knew his weapon could clear a way even through the mob. Nonetheless, the chance to tell them the truth seemed more important than his own safety.


  He allowed the high priest to shove him into the cage.


  The Procession moved toward the Temple of the Tester. The fury of the mob ascended in its familiar pattern, the pounding of the drums beating the rising tempo.


  Then Raoul saw Mina. She was crowding close to the curb, and a group of her stalwart women were clustered behind her. She began to move forward; he shook his head sharply and, to reassure her, gestured towards his weapon. She seemed willing to wait, yet she pushed along the fringe of the crowd, following the litter.


  Raoul was jerked out at the foot of the Sacred Pedestal. He mounted the steps, erect and proud, fingering the speaking disk of his back-and-forth talking machine and moving it stealthily to his lips. He came abreast of the Tester. And he stopped, his nerves pounding, his breath coming fast.


  For the Tester was the white haired old man who had attempted to help Raoul escape from the city.


  The old man, for his part, was equally shocked. He staggered and caught at his lip in fear. “I told them to hold you,” he muttered. “I gave the order! Now there’s nothing else, Raoul. I have to go through with it. The Bishop of Custom is forcing my hand. I did my best to save you. Now—-now everything’s lost.” The old man was weeping as he moved toward Raoul, holding out the death wires.


  Raoul whirled and began to speak, “Listen to me! Listen to me!” The words roared out over the shouting mob, but no one seemed to heed him. “I come to tell you the truth. I have been to the Forbidden Place. Let me tell you what I have learned.”


  The shouting continued. But the Bishops, standing at the foot of the Pedestal, had heard. For a moment they seemed bewildered at the volume of Raoul’s voice; then they sprang at him. Raoul drew his weapon and fired. The Bishop of Custom lay dead, his blood spilling out over his scarlet robe. The others paused and pulled back.


  The mob became still. Even the Tester was waiting.


  Raoul began to talk; he had his audience at last. He spoke simply. He told them of the stars and of the endless infinity, of the heavens, and he told them of the metal cylinder lying in the Forbidden Place. When he paused there was no sound, no motion in the throng.


  Sweat broke out on Raoul’s forehead. He saw no understanding, no comprehension in the sea of blank faces. Only Mina, crowding close to the foot of the Pedestal, seemed to hear him.


  He beckoned to her to join him. If they heard her repeat the same thing, perhaps the mob would understand. But as she moved up the stone steps, the spell began to break. A high priest darted from the shadows and tried to slip a noose over Raoul’s arms. Raoul turned and used his weapon again. The high priest fell with a scream, tumbling slowly down the long flight of steps.


  The crowd started to shout again. “The hand of the Gods! The hand of the Gods!” They pushed close to the Pedestal, frantically making the sacred circle sign in the air. Mina was beside Raoul, and he put his arm around her as he tried to talk again.


  “You must understand!” he cried into the speaking disk. “This has nothing to do with the Gods; my weapon is a machine made by men. I can make it; you can make it for yourselves.”


  “The Gods return from the Forbidden Place!”


  “See me with your eyes, as I am,” Raoul pleaded. “I am no God, but a man like yourselves.”


  “The Gods live again among us, to reward our purity!”


  The chant rose high, and the drums began to beat. The Bishop of Invisible Powers prostrated himself at Raoul’s feet, softly touching the soiled, golden shoes.


  “The God returns in the robe of my Order,” he whispered.


  “No! No! You must hear the truth!” Raoul screamed, but even the full amplification of his voice was drowned by the chanting. The crowd was forming into sacred circles before the Pedestal, and the dance of festivity had begun.


  The Tester took Raoul’s arm and drew him back. “I could have told you this would happen.” There was the trace of a smile on his lips, but it was a bitter smile. “You might as well come into the Temple; they’ll expect that. Bring her, if you like.”


  The Tester led Raoul and Mina into the cube-shaped building, and the thanksgiving of the mob shrilled up to a frenzied climax. As the metal doors clanged shut, the noise was blotted out. Mina and Raoul stood alone in a vast, columned, marble hall, facing the white-robed Tester.


  “What happened?” Raoul cried. “Why won’t they listen to me?”


  “Has this woman been with you in the Forbidden Place?” the Tester asked, ignoring his question.


  “Of course,” Mina said calmly. “I took him there.”


  “You have seen the machine?”


  “Yes, and Raoul has read the tapes.”


  “Then you know where it came from?”


  “No,” Mina admitted. “We’ve guessed it was the traveling machine that brought our people here many centuries ago.”


  “Sound reasoning,” the Tester said; “but entirely wrong. We weren’t brought here, woman; we have always been here. This is our world, or what’s left of it.”


  “Then what is the traveling machine?” Raoul asked. “Where did it come from?”


  “When we had our last upheaval, it was a war between the timid conformists and the Zynetiss; the conformists won, but the Zynetiss had the techniques to escape altogether. They went to another planet and, I presume, they set up a superior civilization there; later they took compassion on us and sent that machine back, with samples of their inventions and a record of their knowledge.”


  “You know all this as true?”


  “It is in the Sacred Temple Records. The machine fell here four centuries ago. The decision of the Bishops at that time was to isolate it forever, because we had become a stable society and the new machines would only provoke new disorders. The Forbidden Place was created, and the machine has lain there since.”


  “But our people are wrong,” Raoul persisted doggedly. “We have isolated ourselves in a prison of our own making.”


  “True, but we deserve it because we chose it with our eyes open. Our mob, now, will never be any different. We have at last bred the dominant traits of conformity, by killing off the deviants.”


  “Now I know what seemed so strange about the Noncons,” Mina intervened thoughtfully. “The idea of equality between men and women appealed to them, because it signified an even greater conformity; it would wipe out the one remaining difference among our people. They weren’t revolting, as I thought; they were simply conforming.”


  “And the Bishops were opposed,” the Tester added, “because it was a violation of established custom. With each generation our people have become more and more identical—and less and less human. No one can explain the truth to them, now; they are literally unable to comprehend it.”


  “But I understood it,” Raoul said stubbornly.


  “Because, Raoul, you aren’t just a variant, but a mutation—like myself, I think. You have the old qualities that once distinguished a man from the animals; you can reason and think independently and make new decisions. Since I became Tester I have studied every Test administered, looking for evidence that might point to a man among us. Superior ability wasn’t enough; what I needed was the thing you did.”


  “You mean the way I cheated on the Tests?”


  “Precisely. You demonstrated intelligence when you were a child; then, when you knew that a superior score meant Elimination, you cheated so you would seem to conform.”


  “But anyone else would do the same thing; it just happens that I guessed what was happening.”


  “When I was young and idealistic, Raoul, I thought that, too. If superior childhood scores turned up, I saw to it that the boys definitely knew what would happen to them if they didn’t cheat. It made no difference. They were too afraid. Yet, Raoul, you reached the conclusion of your own volition; and you accepted the consequences of your decision.”


  “In other words,” Raoul said slowly, “I practiced the Law of the Zynetiss. But anyone in the crowd could learn to do that!”


  “If they all happened to be mutations—that were men.” The Tester sighed. “Well, I found you, Raoul; and somehow I’ve bungled things so that you’ve been turned into a God. It’s a man I want! A man to breed us a civilization of men!”


  “And what of his mate?” Mina asked softly.


  “Finding a woman is hopeless,” the Tester admitted. “There are never any Classification Tests given to—but you said you had been to the Forbidden Place!”


  “Yes; and Raoul has given me his cloak.” Mina slipped her arm through Raoul’s. “There must be a way we can get out of the Temple and escape the mob.”


  “Yes,” the Tester said; “there is a passage under the square to the north gate.”


  “Show us, please. If any of the people ask for their new God, say he has gone back to the Forbidden Place. Anyone who has the courage to follow us there has the mind to join us, too.” She smiled into the Tester’s tired face. “If the old Zynetiss send another traveling machine here four hundred years from now, there may be some men alive, then, who’ll know what to do with it.”


  “We’ll rear our own children,” Raoul said, softly caressing Minp’s arm, “and we’ll teach them to believe in nothing they cannot prove.”


  Mina’s fingers brushed against his lips. “Better still, Raoul,” she said. “We’ll teach them to believe in themselves.”


  We’re still trying to find whether readers want a letter column, but as yet it’s too early to make a final decision. If you are interested, get your vote in at once. And we hope that by the time the next issue is on the stands, we’ll know just what you think should be done about this. Watch for the outcome, and help to determine it by your postcards!


  Killer


  James E. Gunn


  He came to me from the stars, spewed out from his own world by his hates. I found him, I gave him all he could ask for, and I made him mine. But in the end, there was still his hate, and the killer drive within him . . .


  He was a killer. He came to me from a distance so great that it was meaningless. He descended to me riding on a tail of flame. We loved—how could we help it? But I knew him too well, and he did not know me well enough. And that is the stuff of tragedy.


  Green, was his first thought, pleased and incredulous. Beautiful, beautiful green!


  It was implausibility and wonder. It was the impossible happy ending to the long chase and the longer hopelessness. It was the haven after the fleeing into space with metal bloodhounds hot on a trail of fading ions in the empty vaults, after the hurried Jump and the fantastic mechanical failure which turned an alien universe into a hungry mouth, snapped shut, after the expectoration into sane space like a rejected seed. It began with death and ended with life.


  For green is the color of life. Green is the color of growing things, of energy becoming useful, of plants doing the countless things that make life possible for animals. Green is the color of Earth.


  Another chance, he thought. Unless this is dream or delusion or a cosmic jest—another chance. I’m black-and-blue from pinching myself—I don’t feel crazy—though after a week Nowhere who can be sure? Unless some vital little thing is out of balance down there—A jewel like that? Twin sister to Earth. Surely fate would not go this far and then leave out some little essential . . .


  The green world turned lazily in the yellow light of the Go-type sun.


  “What are you waiting for, Sam,” he said aloud, “an invitation? Kick her down and find out!”


  There was only enough fuel for one landing. The Jumper had eaten up a lot when it went crazy, and the yacht had only a quarter fuel load when he took it. It was here or nothing.


  I’d rather die with my feet on the ground. If I’m lucky—maybe something alive I can communicate with in time. I thought I’d die in there with no one to talk to. Just to be with something else alive—


  And that was rather strange, because it was murder that brought him here.


  Sam Newman had been a commercial pilot. It was a good job, but contrary to public opinion pilots are not fabulously overpaid. What with automatics and navigational tapes and such, the skill of the early pilots is no longer essential. The computers do the work, and pilots are mostly supernumeraries. But the glamor has not yet vanished, and competition is keen.


  Yet, that Sam had got as far as he had was something of a triumph. His appointment to the Academy had been due to a political concession which established a quota for poor children. Sam had worked for it, and his eventual position as pilot of a passenger liner was proof of how hard he worked.


  Then had come Fran and love—the two together, inseparable. Sam had had a long time to think about it. But still he couldn’t decide whether they had really been in love or only in love with the feeling of being in love. What had attracted him to Fran was obvious: her dark-haired beauty, her slim, curved figure, and her casual acceptance of things he had always coveted, like position, security, luxury. For Fran had been wealthy.


  What had attracted her to him was, in a sense, the same things. He had been called handsome; he was tall and well-built and blond. He was everything that Fran was not ambitious, imaginative, intense like the keen, shining edge of a knife.


  Differences had attracted them, and differences split them apart when marriage threw them into constant companionship. His pride rebelled at the use of her money, and she could not understand. He was ill-at-ease in her world, and she seemed condescending in his. What had seemed entrancingly different under the silver light of romance became ugly and irritating under the merciless, glaring sun of living together. And finally came the quarrels and the arguments and the jealousy—on his part, anyway. Fran was casual in other things—why not in morals? God knows, she had opportunity enough when he was away.


  And whispers reached his ears and nasty rumors and Fran only shrugged her slim shoulders and looked down at him from an unassailable pinnacle of sophistication. Innocence of inherited position or excuse for license? She was spoiled, he knew, spoiled with liberty that did not understand “I shouldn’t.”


  Then the blind, red day when the crewmen had snickered as he passed on his way down the ramp, when he had learned what everyone seemed to know—that she was divorcing him, when he had faced her with his suspicions and accusations and she had laughed, laughed as his face grew hot and red and heavy and his hands reached for her throat and squeezed, squeezed until the laughter was all gone, and the beauty and the life . . .


  He took the yacht down by hand. He did not trust the automatics, and besides, it was the last time, the last trip, and he wanted to do it himself. The way the ship responded to the light pressure of his fingers on the keys gave him an acute feeling of pleasure. He brought it down only a mile or so from the ocean, where a broad river emptied into it; rivers and seas are natural places of habitation. He brought it down lightly, gently, on its tail absorbers so that the ship hesitated for a moment and then sagged as the power cut off, and everything was quiet. He sat there with his hands on the keys for a moment, and he would have liked to have taken her up again and landed it once more, but the needle of the fuel gauge flickered at empty. There was only enough to provide light and heat for a few months. Fran’s yacht had come to her last port.


  Sam sighed and lifted his hands from the keys and dropped them into his lap. The hands clutched each other for a moment, and then relaxed. They were good hands for piloting a ship and bad hands for loving. They were killers, but now there was to be no use for either function any more.


  Sam got up and walked to the port. He hesitated and then punched the button. There was no use testing the air. If it was poisonous he might as well find it out now; the air regenerators in the ship would not last long.


  The heavy disc swung outward, slowly, with a slight squeal. The air came in. It was warm, fresh with the odor of green, growing things. Sam breathed deeply once and again. It was good air, life-giving air. He let down the ladder and climbed down its tubular metal rungs. He stood on the soil of this alien planet and filled his lungs once more as he looked around.


  The grass beneath his feet was short and springy, more like well-cared-for lawn than wild meadow. Here and there flowers sprang up. They seemed familiar, but he was no botanist. The trees nearby—weren’t they elms? Overhead the sky was blue, the soft, mild blue of summer, with small, drifting white clouds.


  Sam felt strangely uneasy, as if he had walked into a room expecting it to be unfamiliar and found he knew it almost by heart. Parallel evolution? Nowhere had the explorations found anything so much like Earth—or, rather, like Earth should look like. If so, then perhaps there were—men. Sam longed for someone to talk to. Anyone. He shrugged. He had been lucky so far; he should not press it.


  He took out a pocket compass.


  The needle trembled and then swung into a fixed position. There was his north, and the ocean lay to the east of him, the river to the northeast and farther away. Sam struck out toward the ocean.


  There was something wrong. Sam sensed it and then knew it without being able to pin it down. A moment later it came to him. It was so quiet; there was no life, no sound except the lazy rustle of leaves in the light breeze. There should be birds, he thought, and bees. A few steps farther on he caught sight of both. They must have been frightened by the landing of the ship.


  He had been walking among the trees for several minutes. It was easy to keep moving steadily in the direction he had set for himself; the trees were well spaced, and there was no brush or debris of dead leaves and branches—only the crisp green turf beneath his feet. Fragmentary thoughts skipped through his mind.


  No signs of inhabitants . . . nothing artificial . . . unless this impossibly perfect turf . . . or the trees . . . Sam had the uneasy feeling that something was watching him—perhaps with an emotion stronger than curiosity. He walked on a few steps and spun around. There was nothing but the trees and the turf and the birds and the bees. Slowly his hand let the gun slide back into the holster at his hip. Nerves? But surely there should be some animal life.


  Sam started. He had turned back toward the ocean, and scarcely twenty-five feet away a half-grown fawn, spotted white and brown, lifted its heed from the turf it had been cropping daintily. He walked toward it, and the fawn held its ground, looking at him without fear. He put his hand on the fawn’s neck, and the fawn nestled toward him and its coat was silky.


  Wonderingly, Sam rubbed its neck and shoulders gently, and the fawn looked at him with brown eyes, big and trustful. Sam gave it a final pat and walked on. Behind him the fawn hesitated for a moment and then started to trot along behind.


  After a few minutes Sam reached the coast. It was as peaceful and beautiful as a South Sea island. The trees stopped and a little farther on the grass stopped and white sand stretched down to a gently foaming surf and blue water. Sam stood looking at it for a long time, his hand resting on the fawn’s head.


  He sat down and took off his shoes. He walked through the warm sand to the edge of the water. He knelt and put his hand into the surf. It was just cool enough to be invigorating. Sam stood up abruptly and sprinted through the surf down the gently shelving beach until the water was deep enough to swim in. It was foolhardy. Even around South Sea islands there are sharks. But somehow Sam couldn’t distrust this world. He swam and floated in the water for half an hour. Finally he waded toward the shore again. The fawn was curled up on the sand, sleeping peacefully in the sun beside his pile of discarded clothing.


  When Sam came out of the surf, dripping, the fawn awakened and slowly got to its feet. The sun and breeze dried Sam’s body quickly, and he began to put his clothing back on.


  “Well, boy,” Sam said softly, “this is something, eh? All we need now is another castaway. Maybe a beautiful blonde, huh?”


  The fawn lifted its head and snuffled through velvet nostrils. Then it turned its head toward the line of trees. Sam looked too. Out from the trees came the beautiful blonde. And she was perfect. The light breeze lifted her long ashen hair and pulled it back from the clean-cut lines of her face. Her blue eyes were clear and friendly, and the corners of her generous mouth were quirked up a little. The thin summer dress she wore clung to the planes and curves of her body.


  Sam stared and swallowed.


  “Hello,” I said, as if we had met on an Earth beach which was countless millions of parsecs away.


  “He—hello,” Sam said, and swallowed again. “You speak English!”


  I smiled. “I should. I came from Earth.”


  “But how—” he stammered. “I can’t believe—it’s—”


  “I started my Jump just outside the orbit of Mars exactly ten days ago,” I said. “But the Jumper failed or something. I came out here and landed. I’ve been here three days.”


  “The same thing happened to me,” Sam said. “Then it couldn’t have been mechanical failure—I’ve-heard theorists talk about space warps . . .”


  “We might as well introduce ourselves. My name is Louise.” I held out a hand to him.


  He took it. His hand was hot and strong. “Sam—Sam Newman. That was my mother’s name.”


  “Sam?” I asked. “Or Newman.”


  “Newman—I mean Louise.”


  I laughed. “I’m glad we’ve got that straightened out.”


  “Last name?”


  I shrugged. “What does it matter?”


  “But your ship,” Sam said. “Where is it?”


  “Back there.” I waved a hand toward the trees. “Miles. I thought of the advantages of the ocean too late.”


  “Any fuel?”


  I shook my head. “That’s why I left. I thought I might find some inhabitants here, if anywhere, so I started out. Then, today, I saw your ship land.”


  Sam’s jaw dropped. “You saw me land? But why—?”


  “I wanted a little time to think, to make up my mind,” I said. “I’ve been watching, trying to decide. If you had been some men I’ve seen—or even some I’ve known—well, a planet is a pretty big place. And loneliness is preferable to a lot of things.”


  Sam shuddered. “God!” he said. “You might have—” The thought that he had been on trial struck him with a sudden sickness. “You might have decided to go away . . .”


  “Would that have been a tragedy?” I made it light.


  “Louise”—Sam’s voice was husky and low—“trite as it seems, you were the answer to a prayer. Just before you stepped out from the trees, I thought that just one thing was needed to make this paradise complete. You.”


  “But you didn’t know me,” I objected.


  Sam’s voice was so soft I could scarcely hear it. “I’ve known you all my life.”


  I knew how he felt. I felt the same way. I knew what it was to be alone, completely alone, waiting throughout eternity for one personality to shatter your loneliness and bring life into an aching void.


  “You said you’d been watching me,” Sam said. “I thought I felt eyes on me back there in the trees.”


  I nodded, smiling. “I know. I thought you were going to shoot me.


  Sam’s jaw tightened and the muscles rippled. “The second shot would have been for me.” He looked down at his feet. He noticed that his feet were bare and his shirt was open. He closed the shirt hastily and looked up at me. “You’ve been watching. Then you saw—” He turned red.


  “That’s when I made up my mind,” I said, laughing. “I decided that no man who loved swimming and animals could be altogether bad.”


  Sam looked down. The fawn was rubbing against his leg, looking at Louise. Sam knelt. “Louise,” he said, “this is Bambi. Bambi, this is Louise.”


  “Hello, Bambi,” I said.


  Then, for a little while, we didn’t say anything. We stood there in the silence and it wasn’t embarrassed but somehow thoughtful and peaceful with the only sound the soft surf breaking against the silver shore. For one person is all the loneliness there can ever be, but two persons—a man and a woman—is loneliness shared, which isn’t loneliness at all but a world, entire and complete.


  Sam looked up finally. “No inhabitants?”


  I shook my head. “Only us. We’re the inhabitants.”


  Sam got to his feet and held out his hand to me. I took it and we turned and walked to where the grass met the sand. We sat down and Sam put on his shoes and we looked at the sea and the surf and the sky.


  “We’re all alone,” I said. “Forever and ever.”


  We talked and fell silent, but we never said anything more important than that and the things we said were unimportant because we were both thinking the same thing and we were both hoping it would be tender and sweet and wonderful and lasting. And it was.


  The sun went down and the stars came out and the night was just a little cooler than the day but not uncomfortable. Neither of us thought of food. When it got very dark we lay warm beside each other looking up at the stars. Sam couldn’t recognize any of the constellations or any of the stars.


  “No one will ever find us.” He said it with a kind of joy, trying to hide it from me that he was glad, as if he could ever hide anything from me. He rolled over on his side to look at me. “Louise—were you—married or anything?”


  I shook my head. “Not married or anything.”


  I put a finger over his lips. “It doesn’t matter,” I said softly. “Nothing matters that happened before. I don’t want to know. We were born again here, and all the past is gone—so far away that we could never find it if we searched a million lifetimes. It never happened. There’s just—us.”


  He kissed me and there was no passion in it—only wonder and happiness. “Louise—” His voice was almost lost in his throat. “I love you, Louise.”


  “I love you, Sam.”


  But when he slept, the name he muttered was “Fran.”


  In the morning life begins again. In the morning we walked back to his ship. Food was no problem. Fruits and berries were plentiful—apples and peaches and pears and plums and cherries—every day we discovered something new but familiar. From the ship’s stores we got canned meats and vegetables—we never saw any other animals than Bambi, although Sam insisted that obviously there must be others. Bambi wandered in and out of camp, but he was always there when Sam wanted him. Sam liked to play with him, and Bambi enjoyed it.


  The first day Sam built a shelter—a bower was what he called it—at the edge of the clearing where the ship was, under the trees, I didn’t want to sleep in the ship or even go inside it.


  “That’s the past,” I told Sam. “It’s as dead and meaningless as a monument. The sooner we forget what it is and what it stands for the happier we’ll be.”


  Sam agreed with me. The next time he went to the ship for food he returned without his gun. He built the bower, and he took a long time at it, lacing limbs together and thatching it with leaves to keep off the occasional showers. He was good with his hands, and he liked to keep busy.


  That night he slept peacefully.


  The second day we explored a little and looked over our supplies. We had the ship’s stores and fruit was plentiful, but there was nothing growing that would keep. Sam worried about it.


  “If it gets colder we might be in for something,” he said. “We could weather one winter in the ship, I suppose, but the next—”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think it will get any colder. I think it will always be like this.”


  He talked about wobbles and ecliptics and temperate zones, but it didn’t mean anything. The weather wasn’t changing, and it wasn’t going to. I was sure of that.


  He stirred a little in his sleep that night.


  The morning of the third day we went to look for my ship. I tried to talk Sam out of it, but I knew it wasn’t any use. There might be fuel left, he said, maybe even enough to make an exploratory trip, and we could use the supplies. Maybe we could even locate some inhabitants.


  All that day we walked away from the ocean, and we saw nothing new—nothing at all. Trees identical with those that grew around our camp, spaced out on soft green turf. No animals. We walked slowly but steadily, eating fruit picked on our way. Sam began to get restless. Sometimes he would peer far ahead or swing around and stare back the way we had come.


  Toward evening we were walking up the side of a low hill. Suddenly Sam stopped. He looked toward me, his eyes vague and thoughtful.


  “You know,” he said, his voice low and tense-sounding in the quietness, “I have a strange feeling that maybe we’ll come to a place where all this ends, where it stops being and there’s nothing. Like maybe we’ll climb to the top of this hill and we’ll look down and there won’t be any trees and turf or anything. Like it’s being created before us, rolled out like a green carpet, and just beyond where we can see, it’s something else entirely, something unimaginable.”


  “You and all the other horizon-chasing explorers.”


  I smiled and a moment later he smiled and shook his head and took my hand and we climbed to the top of the hill. As far as we could see there were the same trees and turf.


  We slept under the sky that night, and Sam muttered but it never turned into words.


  The next day we reached a point farther than the distance Sam estimated I could have walked, and we searched in circles the rest of that day and the next. In the middle of one clearing I finally stopped and shook my head bewilderedly.


  “They all look the same,” I said. “I don’t know where I put it down. Let’s give it up, Sam. It isn’t important now. Later we can map this area with landmarks and things and search for it, but I want to get back to our—home. Funny, isn’t it? We’ve only been here a week, and already there’s a place I think of as home.”


  Sam argued. He really wanted to search some more, but he finally gave in. We started back.


  At our camp, life fell into a regular pattern. We woke. We ate. We swam in the impossibly blue sea by the silver sands. We fished. We ate and talked. We made love. We slept. It should have been paradise, and it was. But Sam was restless. He needed something to do, and here there was nothing that needed doing. He began to talk about building a sailboat, and he did work at it now and then, but he never seemed to get very far with it. And in the night he had begun to moan and say one name over and over again.


  One evening we were sitting together after our meal. The sun was still shining through the trees, and I knew it was building up in him and there was nothing I could do but hope.


  “Fran,” he said, “I think we should search—”


  He stopped. Fran, he thought. What a stupid thing to say. What a horrible thing to say. He glanced at me to see if I had noticed, and I sat there with the sun on me, not moving, not looking at him, feeling his eyes. And yet, he thought, there is a resemblance. The dark hair, the mouth . . . The dark hair! He cast his mind back and I saw myself in his mind as he had seen me when I stepped forth from the trees with blue eyes and a generous mouth and ashblonde hair. And it was something I couldn’t help because he wanted it so hard.


  He moved away from me a little. His thoughts churned. Dark hair! He looked around him slowly and suddenly scrambled to his feet and ran to the ship and climbed up the ladder. I knew what he had gone for and I waited for him to come back and I hoped. Because there was nothing left but hope.


  When he came back he had his gun hanging at his hip again.


  “Stand up,” he said harshly. He towered above me, his feet spread apart, his face dark and angry. I stood up. “What are you?” he said.


  “I’ll tell you what you aren’t. Human, for instance. You aren’t human!” His mouth curled as if he had tasted something disgusting and horrible. “No wonder we couldn’t find your ship. There wasn’t any ship. You belong here. You’re a native. You can change. You can change the color of your hair and the shape of your mouth. Maybe you can change more than that. And I’ve been making love to you and I’ve been in love with you and I didn’t know—What are you?”


  His voice had been rising steadily. Now it cracked and broke in a thousand brittle pieces.


  “You,” he said. “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. And maybe you aren’t even female. Maybe they don’t have male and female here.”


  “Oh, yes,” I said. “I’m female.”


  He didn’t hear me.


  “It’s all been a game—a horrible, deadly game. What’s real and what isn’t? You aren’t. I know that. Where are the rest of your kind? What kind of foul monster have I been making love to? What are you?”


  His voice ended in a shriek. He pulled out his gun and whirled, peering into the woods, pointing it here and there, the fat barrel trembling.


  “Come out!” he sobbed. “Come out, damn you! Come out!”


  “There’s only me,” I said quietly. “I’m whatever you want me to be.”


  He didn’t hear me. He didn’t understand me. Nothing could penetrate the thunder of blood pounding through his brain. But suddenly he swung around to face me again, suddenly aware that his back had been exposed to me.


  “God!” he said. “God! And I thought this was paradise!”


  He shook and the gun trembled and his finger tightened on the trigger. I knew what was coming, and I shrank back with horror. The trees trembled and the ground writhed.


  “It was, Sam,” I whispered. “It was.”


  “Change, damn you!” he shouted. “Change! I want to see you as you really are!”


  His thoughts—mad, violent, powerful—wrenched at me, twisted me, tortured me. I changed. Hatred, terror, and horror were in his eyes as he stared at me and thought he saw me, and I could not tell him that he saw only what he had willed to see. I could not tell him that I did only what he willed me to do.”


  “God.” He whispered. “God.”


  I came toward him, my clawed hands outstretched. His finger tightened convulsively on the trigger. A wave of heat crisped my body, but it was nothing to the pain in my mind. He could not stop me, of course. He could not stop me with his gun, and it was too late for anything else. I was close to him now, and my hands were reaching for his throat and squeezing, squeezing . . .


  The last thing he ever heard—I know he heard it—was a low whisper that might only have been the wind sighing through the trees.


  “I love you, Sam.”


  He was dead. He was gone. And now that he was gone the reality that had been created for him—that he had created out of his desires—went back to another reality, no more real and perhaps not as much. With the fulfillment of his desire the trees melted back into the ground and the turf was no longer grass and I drew back into myself too the part of me Sam had called Louise and there was nothing but unending stretches of flat, featureless plain which from a great distance looked green.


  One thing remained. Not far from where the blue sea lapped the edges of the plain stood a tall, slim spire, like a monument. Nearby was a mound, at one end of it a small, flat slab of stone. On the stone were three words:


  SAM NEWMAN


  Killer


  Flower Girl


  Chester Cohen


  It was a rotten world, and the things that lived on it should never have been spawned on any planet within reach of the star ships. Yet among the monsters and the beast plants, there was still one being with courage . . . and something more!


  There was a large concave outcropping of pitted red rock just below the lip of the ledge. The Chief Mate stepped down on it, then abruptly sprang back, as its glistening surface began to tremble violently.


  Involuntarily, he shuddered. It had felt like a wet sponge.


  Now, hundreds of tiny orifices in the red, fleshy surface began to dilate with a soft sucking sound. A pinkish ooze suddenly spouted up like an eruption of miniature geysers. A small pool was forming, bubbling softly as it rose.


  Gingerly, the Mate picked up a small green twig and dropped it into the bubbling slime. The twig was immediately engulfed by the pink pool, dissolving rapidly, into a small oily brown spot which disappeared as they watched.


  The carpenter, standing beside him, gasped.


  The Mate turned to him. “Better warn the boys,” he said in a strained voice.


  As the carpenter shouted to the weary, ragged file of men who were stumbling down the rough slope above, the Mate lifted his binoculars and surveyed the area below. As he had feared, it was dotted with thousands of the strange red masses. Cautiously, he selected a path through them and started down again.


  He moved slowly now, through huge clumps of thorned brambles which clutched tenaciously at his uniform as he pushed on. Often, he was forced to turn off the path and struggle through raking patches of thick, sharp-spiked nettles to avoid one of the horrible red bulks which swelled out over the path like a huge blob of dirty gelatin.


  Skirting the lip of a sudden crater, the Mate heard a shrill, piercing shriek behind him. He spun around and saw the men racing back up the slope toward the sound which was being repeated now in a blood-curdling crescendo. With a sick feeling of dread, he scrambled up after them.


  They stood gaping with horror beside a jagged rent in the side of the narrow path. A few feet below, the Mate saw a jumble of blue-clad arms and legs thrashing violently in the middle of a shuddering red mass. The screaming had ceased.


  In seconds, the movements of the limbs slowed to a few feeble spasms, and-the pink ooze rose and enveloped the victim. A moment later, nothing remained but a greasy, reddish splotch which quickly disappeared in the glistening slime. The slime was bubbling softly.


  “The young lad slipped right through the wee ledge here, Sir,” said the carpenter, hoarsely.


  One of the other men went over to the other side of the path and was sick.


  When they reached the bottom of the fearful slope, a long hour later, they were confronted by an almost impenetrable wall of nightmare growths that fairly shrieked with dazzling colors.


  Tremendous vines, three feet thick, twisted high into the air, intertwined in a sinuous web of shimmering white, like a great throng of alabaster serpents. Huge scarlet nettles waved their bristling, jagged arms in the breeze, like chromatic lightningstrokes. Out of the black muck of the jungle floor, gigantic yellow leaves fanned up, dripping a dark, viscous fluid like thick blood. Beyond them, in the deeper gloom, small, clusters of eggshell blue reeds thrust their slender, segmented stalks toward the sky.


  They had been standing there for several minutes, staring in open-mouthed fascination at the vast, wild riot of colors before the Chief Mate finally roused himself. With a sigh, he flipped up the flap of the scabbard at his side and drew out a curved, gleaming blade.


  Moving forward, he swung it hard at a low-hanging vine in front of him. An intense shock of pain surged through his arm, and the blade bounced back. Viciously, now, he swung again—and again. Finally, he succeeded in cutting a small, slanting gash in the rubbery surface of the vine.


  A small cascade of bright purple grains poured from the “wound and formed a tiny dry pile at his feet.


  He turned and swung the blade at one of the giant nettles. A spiked branch lopped off and fell to the ground. The remaining cross-section was hollow—and dry.


  Going over to one of the giant leaves, the Mate dipped a finger into the thick dark fluid that drooled from its fringed edge. The fluid felt like melted wax. A slight burning sensation tingled the tip of his finger.


  Hastily rubbing the finger against his blouse, he turned and faced the silent group. “Looks like we’ll have to push on, boys,” he said, grimly. “But there’s a clearing on the other side. We can make camp there and start back in the morning.”


  Abruptly, he turned and began to hack at the dense foliage. The carpenter drew his blade and joined him. Together, they worked at it for twenty minutes, then stepped back exhausted. Two crewmen immediately stepped forward to take their place.


  Continuing to spell each other at intervals, the little party finally reached a small, flat clearing, several hours later. It was surrounded by tremendous tendriled plants.


  A rasping chorus of snores raked through the dark silence of the night from the other side of the clearing. The air held a strange, pungent odor. The Chief Mate sat up and lit a cigarette.


  An intense weariness began to creep over him. His muscles felt like wet rags. He closed his eyes and was immediately shaken by a sickening vertigo. Discarding the cigarette, he fell back on his air-mat.


  Suddenly, he snapped awake and peered into the darkness around him, a vague fear stirring in the pit of his stomach. But he saw nothing among the still, tendrilled plants.


  The sharp smell in the air irritated his nostrils. He began to feel sick again. Then his mind clouded, and he slept.


  He was jerked awake again by a biting ring of pain around his right forearm. As he started up, the arm was roughly pulled back and he crashed heavily to his side.


  He felt something twist around his torso and constrict around his chest. Gasping, he lashed out desperately with his feet. His legs were grasped in mid-air and he was lifted into the air. Frantically, he strained against the tightening bonds.


  Screams of fear came to him from the other side of the clearing, as he was swung gently through the darkness. Above the shrill chorus, the carpenter’s deep rasp bellowed an obscene counterpoint.


  Then he passed through a thick, leafy curtain which brushed over him like a damp cloth. The sounds from the camp abruptly ceased.


  Now, he could hear a soft, rhythmic padding behind him. There was a faint trace of the strange smell which had so sickened him earlier in the evening.


  Dawnlight was beginning to pierce the netted roof of the jungle. The Mate twisted his head, peered up at his silent captor, then gaped in blank astonistment.


  Padding along behind him on huge green legs, thick as tree trunks, was one of the giant plants that had surrounded the camp site. Atop its enormous stem nodded a round, grooved ball, set with a dozen faceted knobs which gleamed with a faint iridescence.


  The stem was a dark, mottled-green and several sinuate tentacles hung down from it. Four of these were wound around the Mate’s body like immense serpents.


  The creature was moving rapidly along the rough, crevassed ground on thick discoid pads. It wove deftly in and out among the thorned growths which lined the path, and finally came out on a vast, gleaming desert.


  In the brilliant glare, the Mate saw several hundred similar creatures dispersed about the desert in various attitudes. Nearby, three of them were gathered around a large “crimson protuberance in the soft volcanic ash of the desert. It looked something like an immense cactus. Each of them had a green tentacle inserted in one of the many apertures in its huge stem.


  Now, the grooved balls crowning their long, mottled-green trunks swiveled around toward the Mate’s captor. Their’faceted knobs flashed and, withdrawing their tendrils from the scarlet protrusion, they turned and padded swiftly to its side, their knobbed spheres bobbing vigorously, as they moved.


  The Mate was now subjected to the scrutiny of three dozen glowing knobs, suspended close above his sweating face. Green tendrils reached down to probe with embarrassing intimacy.


  One of the creatures was distinctly different from its fellows. Its coloration was softer, richer. The knobbed ball, now bent so near to his face, shone with a light, velvety patina. The touch of its tendril on his skin was like a gentle caress.


  As the tendril delicately explored the rough topography of the Mate’s face, strange shivers of emotion surged through him. Vague longings tugged at his mind. Deeply shocked, he realized, suddenly, that the creature’s touch was unquestionably feminine.


  Now, its iridescent knobs began to glow with a disturbing warmth. Then it suddenly swung away from him, as a long tendril from behind it unceremoniously pulled it back.


  There was a great commotion in the jungle behind him. Then he heard the carpenter’s rasp booming out a loud flood of invective against his captor.


  A great horde of the creatures now came padding across the desert, bobbing and rustling in an agitated rhythm. Quickly, they congregated around the dangling Earthmen and ran their prehensile tendrils, unabashedly, over the helpless captives.


  Suddenly, the Chief Mate’s captor lashed out with one of its tendrils. It flicked against several of the animated creatures like a whip, snapping out a harsh staccato of jarring sound.


  Half a dozen of the creatures spun around precipitately. Their faceted knobs glowed iridescently, for a moment, then flashed like signal blinkers, and their sinuous tendrils drooped. The Mate read an attitude of complete deference in their flagging postures.


  Craning his neck, he saw a series of brilliant flashes streak out from the glowing knobs on the cephalate ball high above him on his captor’s mottled-green trunk. Several of its tendrils were undulating like perturbed serpents.


  Then he was gently swaying again in the creature’s tendrilled grasp, as it turned and slowly moved away. The others dejectedly followed along behind them.


  Near the edge of the desert, again, the weird group halted. The Chief Mate saw his captor’s faceted knobs flash several times. Then the others returned a few brief flashes and moved toward the jungle.


  Shortly afterward, they returned, carrying several purple vines and large sheaves of huge, white webbed leaves which they Reaped on the ground in a rough circle. Then each of the creatures took up a vine and several leaves, and turned their knobbed spheres toward the Mate’s captor.


  The Mate peered up at his captor and saw three of its knobs flash a brilliant, cadenced design.


  Abruptly, a series of fantastic gyrations began among the six creatures. The Mate saw green tendrils whirl and flash in a complex pattern like a myriad Chinese prayer-wheels gone wild.


  Fascinated, he watched the rapid interplay of green tendrils flailing the air like a swarm of whirling serpents. Their movements were incredibly coordinate in a lightning rhythm too fast for his bleary eyes to follow.


  His body had grown terribly stiff and sore. The cramped muscles tingled with pain. His joints felt numb. A dull ache throbbed in his head.


  Several minutes passed before he finally realized that the strange creatures were engaged in some kind of incredibly rapid weaving process. Red-eyed, he saw a circular network rise, in a great dome, to a height of fifteen feet. Purple and white lattice-work curved up into the cloudless sky like an immense beehive.


  Now he saw the creature’s movements begin to slow down. At the summit of the huge structure, they were fashioning a tremendous top-knot of gnarled purple vine roots, bound tightly in a rough ball. It crowned the weird structure like some strange savage symbol.


  The Mate was in a darkling daze when he suddenly felt himself swaying forward again. He forced his burning eyes open and saw, dimly, a green swarm of snaky tendrils lifting one side of the gigantic dome, a few feet ahead.


  His captor halted. Then, when the base of the dome was almost vertical, the Mate went flying into semi-darkness.


  A loud, guttural groan awakened him. He opened his aching eyes and looked into stygian darkness. Pain shot through him as he attempted to rise. There was a stinging ache in his joints, and the top of his head was throbbing sickeningly.


  He fell back, panting. Then he heard another groan which broke in a racking, sputtering cough. It came from somewhere on his left in the darkness. He tried to lift himself again, gritting his teeth against the piercing waves of pain, and sank back on his elbows.


  “Who’s that?” he called, and was shocked at the thick rasp of his voice.


  A squeaky, bronchial wheeze came out of the darkness. “It’s ‘Chips’, Sir.”


  “Where are the others, Chips?” asked the Mate.


  “They’re a’ here, Sir,” the carpenter wheezed. “Except Feingold. Those blasted monstrosities broke his back. They left him back there. I’m all bunged up, too, Sir. I think they’ve busted my chest—the blasted, filthy, heathen—” He broke off in a crackling fit of coughing.


  Finally, the spasms subsided. “The others are blacked out here, Chief,” he said after a moment. “They may be dead. I dinna ken, for I canna move, much.”


  Straining his aching muscles, the Mate struggled to his feet, teetering dizzily. His head was reeling. Panting, he extended his arms like a tight-rope walker and managed to keep his balance. Slowly, his head began to clear.


  He felt for his flashlight. The belt clip was empty. His jungle blade was also missing. Fingering the hollow sheathe, he suddenly realized that he was in his stocking feet.


  “Chips!” he shouted, hoarsely, “did they take your boots, too?”


  “Aye, that they did, Sir,” replied the carpenter. “And ma knife and flash, too. But they didna get ma tank. I have it here. You’ll be wantin’ a drink, nae doot?”


  “What in hell could they want with our blasted boots?” mused the Mate.


  “I canna understand that, Sir,” croaked the carpenter. “Ach! They’re verra weird beasties.”


  “They sure as hell are,” snapped the Mate. He stepped in the direction of the carpenter’s voice. Then his foot struck against something rigid and he fell headlong in the darkness, cursing loudly.


  “That will be Curry, Sir,” said the carpenter, sadly. “I heard him groaning a while ago. He hasna moved since.”


  The Mate lifted the inert, bony body and felt for the pulse. He could feel the man’s closecropped head dangling limply against his chest. Dropping the wrist, he reached over and examined the base of the drooping head.


  “He’s dead, Chips,” he called into the darkness. “Neck’s broken.”


  “Och, I thought so, Chief,” said the carpenter, mournfully. “I’m wonderin’ aboot the rest o’ them.”


  Just then, a soft, rhythmia padding came from somewhere outside their strange prison. It sounded like a chorus of muffled drums.


  “Here they come, Chief,” wheezed the carpenter, breaking into another fit of coughing.


  The Mate was crawling over the powdery ash of the floor to investigate the other crewmen. He found two who were still alive. His clumsy attempts at resuscitation finally succeeded in reviving one of them. The man called feebly for water.


  “Can you hand over the tank, Chips?” asked the Mate.


  “Aye, I think I can manage it, Sir,” said the carpenter.


  There was a series of painful groans, and the Mate groped toward the sounds in the darkness. Finally, he contacted the tank in the carpenter’s outstretched hand.


  As the crewman gulped noisily at the mouth of the tank, the Mate heard the approaching sounds of padding grow louder. Then they slowed and stopped right outside, as he was turning to the other crewman who was still unconscious.


  Now, he heard a slow, soft creaking sound. He glanced over his shoulder and saw, dimly, a dark forest of huge legs, as the side of the queer structure rose slowly toward the black, starless sky.


  Disregarding them, he turned back to the unconscious form beside him. The man’s breath was coming in short, feeble gasps. The pulse was growing very faint. Suddenly, it ceased.


  The Mate dropped the limp hand, as a thick, snaky tendril snapped around his waist like a whip-lash. Then it yanked him back over his heels and he crashed on his head in the deep ash, breathing dust.


  A blood-curdling shriek filled the air. It sirened past the Mate’s head as he was scrambling to his feet. Then something struck his shoulder and sent him sprawling again.


  “It’s got Hardin, Chief!” the carpenter shouted in the darkness.


  The Mate sprang to his feet in a boiling rage and leaped at the vague form as it was leaving the huge hut. Half a dozen tendrils struck his abdomen with the force of a giant cat-o-’-nine-tails. He collapsed against the latticed wall, gasping.


  For an agonizing eternity, he lay in the dust, choking. There was a sickening ache in the pit of his stomach. Then, slowly, his breath returned and he sat up, panting hoarsely.


  He was dragging himself to his feet when the odd structure crashed to the ground again in a big cloud of dust. Somewhere in the darkness he heard the carpenter croaking vile obscenities amid explosive fits of coughing.


  The Mate stepped slowly through the darkness to the old man’s side.


  “Easy now, Chips,” he said, reaching down and patting the old man’s shoulder. “Calm down, old man, we’ve got to figure a way out of this.”


  He turned and felt the latticework of the wall, trying to rip through the tough, fibrous leaves without success. Wearily, he turned back to the carpenter and sat down.


  “Let’s have some water, Chips,” he said. “I’ve been breathing this damned dust for hours. Seems like I fall on my nose every time I make a move.”


  The carpenter finally quieted and handed him the tank. The Mate snapped open its cap, held the spout to his mouth and gulped thirstily.


  “Here’s the way I figure it, Chips,” he said, after a moment, wiping his mouth on his dusty sleeve. “If only one of them comes in again when they come back for their next victim, I’m going to try to get him from behind. If I can climb up its back—or its trunk, or whatever the hell it is—I might be able to do some damage to that damned pumpkin up there. I’ll swear that’s the creature’s head.”


  “Aye, it appears to be, Sir,” said the carpenter.


  “And those queer knobs on it,” the Mate continued, “look like big diamonds—I’d swear those are its eyes.”


  “Aye, Chief, you’re right,” the carpenter agreed. “I’m certain of it. The blasted monstrosity that grabbed me spotted ma blasted knife before I had a chance to use it on ’im.”


  “Anyway,” the Mate went on, “if I can cripple the monster somehow, we might manage to sneak through the others outside. I figure they’ll be too busy holding this damned cage up for their, buddy, to spot us crawling out, way down there on the ground beneath them.”


  “But I can hardly move, Sir,” protested the carpenter.


  “I’ve taken that into consideration, Chips,” the Mate replied, confidently. “I’m going to carry you.”


  “Ye’ll never make It, Sir,” said the carpenter, hopelessly. “Better leave me; I’m done for, anyway.”


  “The hell you are!” snapped the Mate. “The medics’ll fix you up fine, soon as we get back to the ship.”


  Suddenly, a distant scream ripped through the silence outside. It rose in a shrill, piercing crescendo, filling the two men’s hearts with dread. Then, abruptly, it ceased.


  The two men sat silent in the darkness.


  After a moment, the carpenter spoke. “They’ll be comin’ back for us, now, Chief,” he said quietly.


  “Yes,” the Mate hissed between clenched teeth, “and I’ll be waiting for them.” He got to his feet and crossed the ashy floor. Crouching beside the wall, he waited, resolutely.


  The huge creature was bent slightly over the corpse. The Mate poised himself on the balls of his feet, then took three running steps and leaped high into the air at the creature’s great trunk. He clutched wildly at the smooth column and tried frantically to shinny up it.


  Unconcernedly, the creature flipped back a tendril, grasped the Mate around the neck, and twirled him in the air like a pinwheel. Then, in the middle of a dizzy whirl, the creature suddenly released him, and he crashed against a slanting wall and rolled down into the soft dust, choking.


  Getting to his knees, he shook his giddy head, then leapt up and rushed at the monster again. A tendril caught him in the face. He staggered backward and fell, gasping with pain.


  It was several minutes before his stertorous breathing finally slowed. Blood was dripping from a long, slanting cut on his cheek. The monster, with its lifeless burden, was gone.


  He sat up and rubbed his aching neck. “Whew! That was pretty rough, Chips,” he said, wearily. “Didn’t do a damned bit of good, either. But, damnit, I thought the monster would be after you or me. Never figured it would grab up a dead man.”


  He got up and dusted himself off a bit. “I’ll have to work out a different plan of attack for the next visit, Chips—He broke off, suddenly aware of the silence on the other side of the gargantuan hut.


  “Chips?” he called out, apprehensively.


  In the gray light which was beginning to seep through the interstices of the structure, the Mate saw, dimly, the still figure, huddled grotesquely on the powdery floor.


  “Chips!” he shrieked as he staggered across the floor.


  He dropped to his knees beside the still form. Sightless blue eyes stared up at him. There was a dried smear of blood below the mouth.


  Rocking back on his heels, he sat gazing dazedly down at the silent huddle. Cold fear froze his brain. A terrible loneliness welled up in him. He was forsaken, abandoned in a vast, uncharted universe, a horrible, unnameable death his only prospect.


  He fell to the ashy floor and buried his bloody face in his arm’s. A nameless dread eddied through him. Black despair filled his mind.


  The noisy rip of a blade through the tough fibers of the latticed wall behind him barely touched his clouded consciousness.


  Something soft and smooth touched his neck and slid quickly around his shoulders, tugging gently. Dully, he looked up.


  The next instant he was a fighting, kicking fury. Twisting in the swiftly-tightening embrace of several supple tendrils, he lashed out with his fists, hammering vicious blows at the soft green column before him. In an utter frenzy, he kicked out with his stocking feet, butting with his head, and smashing his knees against it, before he was finally pinioned in its tendriled grasp.


  Gently, now, he was lifted high into the air and found himself staring into the glowing facets of a dozen bulbous knobs. Around them, the surface of the ball shone with a soft, velvety patina.


  Disturbing sensations began to twist through him. His nerves tingled. Slowly, his body relaxed and he hung limply in the soft, resilient tendrils.


  A tendril snaked down and touched his cheek. Then it moved, gently as a breeze, over the rough contours of his face, palpating the hard, bony ridge of his jaw. An electric thrill coursed through him. Obscure imagery stirred in the back of his mind.


  Suddenly, he felt the creature stiffen.-It stood motionless for a moment, its faceted knobs glowing dully. Then it turned and padded swiftly across the ashen floor.


  Now, the Mate heard the soft, rhythmic drumming sounds in the distance, trembling in the still air like distant thunder. A thrill of fear started through him.


  Gathering speed, the creature leaped through a great, jagged hole in the far wall of the queer structure. Beneath it, lay the Mate’s jungle blade, gleaming in the sun like a coveted jewel.


  The Mate was blinded by the sudden fierce glare of the gleaming white desert. Intense heat burned against his eyelids.


  Now he heard a soft hissing sound below him. He opened his aching eyes and peered down. He saw a tiny puff of steam rise from beneath the creature’s discoid pads at every step. Moisture glinted on their bottom surfaces as they swung through the air.


  Suddenly, he saw the reason for the missing boots. Arching his neck, he spat into the desert. The instant the saliva touched the ashen ground, it became a tiny puff of steam. He shuddered with horror at the sight and involuntarily jerked his bootless feet up.


  Behind them, the rhythmic drumming was getting louder. It sounded like an approaching army of mammoths.


  The Mate’s heart froze. Fearful visions of nameless tortures filled his mind. Imagination wove a terrible tapestry of mutilation and death.


  Then, he felt the creature’s pace quicken. In great leaping strides, it vaulted across the glaring desert, jarring his brain at every leap. Dizzily, he saw the jungle approach.


  A few minutes later, the creature leaped lightly into the cool green shade of the dense tangle, smashing its way through a varicolored maze of weird growths.


  A dark thicket of fluted blue reeds reared high into the air in front of them. Without slowing, the creature crashed through it and came out on a vague, tortuous path. Here, it swung around and sped along in a swift, rhythmic stride.


  Now, the Mate heard a loud, turbulent thrashing somewhere behind him. Immediately, palegreen pistons pounded beneath him as the creature increased its speed. Wind whipped his tattered clothing and fanned his face.


  They were approaching a vast, leafy curtain, now. It stretched across the path in front of them in an immense patch-work of overlapping yellow and green fronds, like the scaly skin of a gigantic reptile.


  Without a slackening its pace, the creature shot forward and leaped through the shimmering curtain. It brushed over the Mate like a damp cloth. Abruptly, the thrashing sounds behind him ceased, as the fronds snapped together again.


  As they sped forward, the Mate saw the disordered scramble of camping equipment scattered about the clearing. He looked, longingly, at the water tanks strewn along the ground. A terrible thirst was burning through him. His lips were parched. His tongue was thick and swollen.


  Suddenly, hysteria burst in his brain. In a frenzy, he tried to free himself, writhing in the creature’s supple embrace. He slammed his head against the soft green trunk in a futile attempt to communicate his terrible need.


  But the creature only tightened its grasp and sped on.


  At the edge of the clearing, it leaped into the jungle again and smashed its way through the vivid foliage. Twisting and turning, it wove in and out through the tangled labyrinth at a dizzying pace.


  Finally, they burst out of the jungle into blazing sunlight, and the Mate saw the small, sloping hill, shimmering in the glare. The creature swerved abruptly, and fled toward it.


  As it started up, the creature slowed its pace a little, carefully avoiding the swollen red masses strewn over the slope like a rain of bloody sponges.


  Halfway up the hill, the Mate heard a crackling crash behind him at the edge of the jungle. Craning his neck, he saw a great green horde of tendrilled monsters burst forth.


  Towering above the others in the lead, was the Mate’s previous captor. It was plunging ahead in great leaping strides, twirling a glistening object in one of its tendrils.


  Turning back, the Mate saw they were approaching the summit of the hill. Suddenly, he felt the tendrils around him grow lax. Then the creature stumbled and almost fell, arching over him like a wind-swept tree.


  Finally, it straightened again and staggered forward, its tendrils quivering violently against the Mate’s body. At the top of the hill, it stumbled clumsily toward the other side. Its movements were growing unsteadier. Now, it shot ahead for a few yards, then it slowed, swaying drunkenly.


  As is started down the hillside, the creature gained momentum and plunged toward the jungle at the bottom. Then it dove into the tangled gloom, shuddering convulsively, and began to splash ahead through pathless muck.


  Muscular spasms shivered through the creature’s tendrils, rippling disconcertingly around the Mate’s body. As it struggled, unsteadily, through the dense tangle, the frequency of the spasms increased. It was like being caught in the coils of a pulsing spring.


  Occasionally, a light, musty odor wafted to the Mate’s nostrils, reminiscent of dank mold.


  There was a brilliant network of light streaming through the twisted web of vegetation ahead. The Mate’s heart leapt with joy at the sight. Then he heard the threshing din behind him. The noise was rapidly getting closer.


  Then, through the shining green web, he saw the gleaming black hull of the ship, poised gracefully on its gray landing treads in the middle of the bleak plain.


  The Mate’s eyes misted. He felt a great swell of joy at the sight. He was home again.


  As the creature streaked across the plain in a sudden burst of speed, the Mate shouted a warning to the ship.


  “Ahoy, the ‘Gernsback’ ! Ahoy! Danger behind! Man your guns!”


  There was a thunderous din behind him now which sounded like a vast herd of stampeding buffaloes.


  Suddenly, the creature stumbled and crashed to the ground. The Mate hit the hard, stubbled surface on his shoulder and sprang free of the creature’s flagging tendrils.


  The huge prostrate form was shuddering convulsively beside him as he scrambled to his feet. Then he saw the long, glistening red thorn protruding from the base of the creature’s knobbed ball. A green, viscous substance was oozing around it.


  One final spasm shivered along the creature’s great length. Several of its tendrils fluttered weakly for a moment. Then it collapsed along the ground, withering rapidly, like an uprooted plant in the burning sun.


  The Mate turned and fled toward the ship. A shower of glistening red shards rained around him. They pierced the hard ground, quivering like arrows.


  Another spray of gleaming shards stung the ground as he raced forward. Then, he felt a stinging pain in his ankle and fell headlong.


  Almost immediately, he sprang up again and leapt toward the ship, as the sharp electric crackling of its forward guns sang in his ears.


  A dull whoosh behind him made him turn in time to see a shattered monster crash to the ground like a felled tree, missing him by inches.


  As he neared the ship, he heard a shrill buzz and saw the midships gangway unfold to the ground. He darted forward and leaped upon its bottom step. The guns above spoke again, as he clambered aboard.


  “Up ladder!” he shouted to the sailor standing by at the port, as he picked himself up from the deck.


  The sailor immediately twirled a knob, and the gangway folded back into the ship, sealing the port.


  “Wow! You just barely made it, Chief!” said the boy, taking up his rifle again. Then his face fell. “How about the others, Sir?” he asked.


  The Mate gestured thumbs down and turned on his heel. Limping painfully, he padded down the corridor in his stocking feet to the wheelhouse.


  Outside, the forward guns rasped in short, intermittent bursts.


  The Old Man was directing fire on the starboard bridge wing. The Mate limped over to the chart table and waited, balancing on one foot.


  “Fire ‘4’,” the Old Man called into the intercom, “three points abaft the beam.”


  There was a crackling volley overhead. Through the starboard porthole, the Mate saw three shattered monsters fall in a verdant heap. The stubbled terrain was now strewn with enormous wrecks.


  Now, the surviving monsters were fleeing back toward the jungle in a colossal stampede. Many of them, torn and battered, fell in flight, and were trampled in the rush.


  The Old Man put down his glasses and turned toward the second mate at the telegraph. “Half speed ahead, starboard engine,” he ordered.


  “Half ahead, starboard, Sir,” said the Second. He worked one of the twin levers on the annunciator. A bell rang twice. A moment later, it was echoed below decks.


  “Half ahead, starboard, Sir,” the Second announced.


  There was a deep, shuddering roar, and the ship started to move forward. The Mate felt the vibrations in the deck under his foot, as the ship’s treads began to snake their way over the rough ground outside.


  At last, the Old Man turned away from the porthole and stepped down. His stern gray eyes found the Chief Mate and rested on him in a cold, stare.


  “Well, Mister?” he grunted.


  Then the Mate’s bleeding foot caught his eye. Abruptly, he turned and lifted a microphone from its hook on the bulkhead.


  “Ship’s doctor to the Master’s room,” he called into it. He repeated the order, then replaced the microphone.


  Now, he stepped to the Mate’s side and took his arm. Together, they moved toward the door, the Mate limping slowly on his wounded foot.


  At the door, the Old Man called an order over his shoulder to the man at the helm. Then, silently, the two men left the wheelhouse.


  When the doctor had finished bandaging his swollen foot, the Mate lay back and wiped his dripping face.


  “Christ!” he said, reaching for a cigarette. His fingers were trembling, as he thumbed a match.


  The doctor stood looking at the glistening red cone in his hand. He scrutinized its point from which a colorless liquid was dripping.


  “I’ll have to analyze it, before I can tell, Captain,” he said, fingering his thin black mustache.


  The Old Man grunted. The doctor gathered up his gear and went out.


  As soon as the door closed, the Captain swung around and faced the Chief Mate. “That was an utterly fantastic story you told me, Mister,” he said. He held up a hand as the Mate started to protest. “But I believe it,” he continued. “In any case, we’ll soon find out.”


  At that moment, the intercom on his desk buzzed, softly. He swiveled around and switched it on.


  “We’ve sighted the ‘structure’, Sir,” reported a voice. “About twenty minutes ahead. Our altitude’s two thousand. Shall we circle and land, Sir?”


  “Any of them in sight?” asked the Captain.


  “No, Sir,” the voice replied. “The area’s entirely deserted.”


  “All right, circle and land,” said the Captain. “I’ll be right up.” He flipped the switch and got up. “Here’s hoping you guessed right, Mister,” he said to the Mate, as he pulled on his cap.


  Eight crew members filed slowly down the gangplank and stepped, gingerly, onto the hot, glaring desert. Silently, they made their way to the weird, scarlet protuberance and lifted the flat, translucent tanks from their backs.


  Splitting into two groups, three men took positions around the plant while four men held the nozzles of their tank against the small orifices in its great stem. Now, the first three began to squeeze the soft, spongy surface of the stem. Glistening streams of clear liquid spurted out of the small orifices.


  The eighth member of the group, having deposited his tank on the ashy ground near the plant, unslung his rifle and faced the dark, twisting jungle. Nervously, his little black eyes darted to and fro, as he scanned the grotesque tangle of brilliant foliage.


  Suddenly, he shouted a warning. Immediately, the others caught up their tanks, snapped the caps shut, and lifted them to their shoulders. The next moment, a monstrous horde thundered out of the jungle toward them.


  The lookout fired three short volleys, then turned and joined the wild rush to the ship. Already, glistening red darts were dropping all around them.


  Reaching the gangway, they crowded up it in a mad scramble and leaped through the port, piling up on the deck in a sprawling, clattering heap.


  The gangway watch twirled a knob, and the ladder folded back into the ship.


  “Well, Mister,” said the Captain, kicking the door shut and flipping his cap on the desk, “we’ve got drinking water again.”


  “It is potable, Sir?” the Mate asked, sitting up.


  “H2O, Mister,” answered the Captain. “Good, clean, delicious H2O.” He held up the bottle in his hand. “How about a drink?” he asked, facetiously.


  He opened a drawer and took out two glasses. “Apparently,” he said, filling them, “those odd plants store water—sort of natural wells.” He handed a glass to the Mate and sat down.


  The Mate forced himself to sip slowly his first drink of water in two days.


  “Here’s some more news for you, Mister,” said the Captain, flipping a folded slip of paper to the Mate.


  The Mate unfolded the yellow slip with a trembling hand. Then he breathed a great sigh of relief. “Local infection,” he read, “amputation unnecessary.”


  “You’re a lucky man, Mister,” said the Captain, wiping his mouth. He stretched expansively, and belched. “Well, we’ll be home in a month,” he yawned. “Old Earth will sure look mighty good to me after all this mess.”


  “Yes, Sir,” said the Mate. But his mouth was drooping. He was picturing the reception he would get when he went home to his wife. The story of his rescue by an apparently female creature will have been broadcast all over the planet. His wife was an extremely jealous woman.


  “Why in hell hadn’t he kept his stupid mouth shut about the intimate details?” he kept asking himself.


  “Boyoboy, home again,” said the Old Man, happily.


  The Robot Moon


  Stanley Mullen


  Rocky Garstin was looking for the secret of the vanishing moon of Themis, with the hounds of the law at his heels. Then he stumbled on Graetha Lantz, who knew too much. Outcasts of the system, they fled toward the impossible, alone against a science greater than any men had found!


  THEMIS—the mythical tenth satellite of Saturn, and one of the most famous of astronomical phantoms. Repeatedly “discovered”—first by Pickering in 1905—its existence has never been confirmed. During the earliest years of telescopic space exploration, a number of apparently reliable observations were made and an orbit computed. Later, all efforts by the Interplanetary Bureau of Survey to locate and catalogue the satellite proved futile. Several ships were lost, and the search was eventually abandoned. Legends exist that early (Martian) spacemen actually sighted and landed upon such a moon, only to escape hurriedly, frightened into silence by uncanny phenomena which afflicted them.


  —Delusions of the Astronomers, J. Bell, Canalopolis, Mars, 2153.


  I


  The Girl on the Neptune


  In a sick universe the healthy man becomes an outcast. In any atmosphere of general sanity, Rocky Garstin would have been below average, to put it kindly. He admitted as much. But the Solar System was trembling on the verge of one of its periodic fits of mass lunacy, which made Garstin’s curious brand of independence and jungle ethics almost respectable. His virtues were those old-fashioned ones of ingenuity and reckless daring; his faults those of a lovesick, hungry sand-leopard. He needed both . . .


  Nerves tightened as the luxury spaceliner drove through the crystalline darkness of space, slowing rapidly as fire pulsed round her forward atomjets. The long voyage from Callisto was nearly over. Far ahead loomed the magnificent spectacle of Saturn, the tilted rings a jewelcollar of phantom radiance. Nearer, the moon Titan showed a dazzling crescent on the sunward side of a bulk of curdled darkness.


  Despite the reassuring whine of inertia stabilizers, strain ragged the passengers. Even Garstin, used to space travel, felt tension build in brain and body. For space-neophytes, it was far worse. Many must take to their shock cradles until the spaceship locked alongside the floating spacedocks above Titan. In memory of past deceleration agonies, Garstin winced with sympathy.


  His search for the girl brought him to the lounge on the observation deck. There, in an alcove opposite the elevators, a willow-slender girl was singing the nostalgic “Spacewanderer’s Song.”


  
    
      
        
          	
            “. . . In that vast night of


            outer space,


            My soul communing with


            the lonely stars . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  Setting was superb. Through the plastilux dome was visible a gulf of star-strewn void, a vast, velvet-dark emptiness studded by lonely, steel-hard points of unflickering light. Though untrained, her voice was good, and it held a note of poignant weariness which arrested attention and built a perfect mood for the lyric despair.


  This girl was the object of Garstin’s quest. Since she had come aboard at Io, she had puzzled and intrigued him. Mystery, especially in women, attracted Garstin as a magnet draws iron. While waiting for the girl to finish her song, Garstin drew closer in the dim light to study her.


  Mystery aside, there was much about her to repay study. Her voice held murmurous hauntings like the wind crying over desolated worlds. Angular shadows accented the bitter mockery of a Martian face. Lance-slender she was, and as delicately poised. Naked shoulders gleamed orange-pink above a simple swathing of Venusian spider-silk, diaphanous as a lover’s tears. Where it veiled her body at all, it modelled the forms exquisitely. Slashed skirt was grace itself, and the hint of white thigh caught a gasp in Garstin’s throat. She was young, but mature, full-bodied, in that exotic way of red desert dwellers.


  With most of the passengers feeling the pangs of deceleration, it was a poor time for such entertainment. A round of scattered applause marked the song’s end. Icily detached, the girl acknowledged the sparse tribute, and turned to leave. Garstin blocked her way to the passenger elevators.


  She stopped, said steadily, “Not you—again!”


  Garstin laughed wryly. He persisted, “You can’t say I haven’t tried. All right, if I don’t know you, I’d like to.”


  She stared scornfully. “It’s not mutual.”


  Ignoring Garstin, she gave her long hair a nervous flick about her shoulders, then brushed quickly past into the elevator. By an inch, he beat the closing door. Cage controls were automatic. His finger poised above the panel of glowing buttons.


  “Which deck?”


  “Nine, and I’m getting off alone. If you annoy me further, I’ll ask the ship’s officers to restrict your . . . research.”


  Garstin grinned sharply. “Persistence is professional with me. Don’t make me pull a badge on you.”


  The girl stiffened. “What is your profession—annoying women?”


  “No, that’s just a hobby. Call the ship’s officers if you like. I carry credentials to support my purity of motive. You re no red Martian, though you could pass for one. Faked passport and a phoney name on the passenger lists—‘G. Speer, Io’—might be hard to explain. I know an Earthgirl when I see one, rare as they are out here. I’m an investigator for Tri-World Insurance. Do we talk, or shall I call the purser?”


  Sudden pallor crept beneath the dark-toned skin. Both anger arid sudden wariness lurked in the purple depths of her eyes. “One drink, then,” she agreed bitterly. “In my stateroom. The Neptune will be tying alongside the spacedock above Titan in twenty minutes. There won’t be time for much talking.”


  “Time enough.”


  The purring elevator stopped. A luminous “9” flashed and the automatic door slid open. Garstin followed the girl down a narrow corridor to her stateroom. Inside, she turned to face him. In the revealing brilliance of radilumes, her features worked with the impotent fury of a trapped wolf. Vagrant memory nagged his brain.


  “Why hound me?” she said. “Sure, I changed my name, even my appearance. Always questions. I lost three jobs in a row over the detectives always prowling around. I had to lose myself to go on living, even to get a job. But I haven’t done anything. I don’t know anything.”


  Pieces of memory clicked in Garstin’s mind. “Fool’s luck,” he commented aloud. “You reminded me of gomeone—yourself! Dyed hair, skin darkened, even the eye-color changed by tattooing. But you’re Graetha Lantz.”


  Her expression hardened. “I thought you’d guessed.”


  “Slow,” admitted Garstin. “I should have guessed. Speer to Lantz. Why not?”


  The girl, Graetha Lantz, was fumbling in her purse. She fished out a tiny, blunt-nosed paralysis gun.


  “All right,” she said. “I’m Graetha Lantz. But I don’t know anything about my father. I don’t know where he is, or what happened to him. I do know he was a great man. Whatever he did, there was a reason for it. People laughed at him and hounded him too far. How would I know anything about his work, or what he did? I was a child, away at school. His secrets went with him when he disappeared. He’s never Written, or tried to locate me. What do you want with me?”


  Garstin looked from the paralysis gun to Graetha’s face, found no easy solution in either. He tried to explain.


  “You don’t understand. I could be on your side.”


  “Doing what?” she demanded acidly. “Helping me find my father, so you could torture him, throw him in prison or send him to the mines here on Titan?”


  Garstin temporized. “He stole a whole shipload of medicines and drugs. Chiefly antibiotics. A dozen fortunes. None of the loot has ever turned up. I’m curious. I don’t think your father was criminal. Crackpot, maybe. He could have had a brainstorm. But since he did not sell those valuable antibiotics on the black market, he is not a crook. Help me find him and the stuff, and it will lessen the charge. It needn’t be prison or the mines. Just a short term in psycho.”


  Trembling, Graetha set down the paralysis gun. She reached a squat bottle from a cabinet and poured two drinks.


  “You’re wasting your time,” she said hopelessly. “I wish I could trust you. I wish you really wanted to help. But I couldn’t matter. I’ve told you. I don’t know anything. But there’s no place to start. I think he’s dead. He was sick at the time, perhaps dying. Maybe he needed the medicine himself.”


  “Not a shipload,” Garstin protested.


  Graetha shrugged. “Drink your drink, and go. You won’t learn anything from me. Even if I knew, I don’t trust you. I don’t trust anyone.” Her voice rode an ascending scale of hysteria.


  Deceleration alarms screamed in the corridor. Vibration shocks rippled through the ship. Echoing pangs of nausea spiralled through Garstin. Graetha paled, moaned slightly and tottered. As she went limp, Garstin caught and held her, carried her gently to the bed.


  Wordlessly she gestured toward the water thermos on the bedside table. Water. Garstin turned to get it.


  Graetha was sitting up. She tossed off her brandy, held out the other glass to Garstin. Its taste, going down, warned him.


  “You devil!” he gasped savagely. Her slender arms flung around him, clamped tight, strong as steel springs, prisoning him. Breaking free, he pushed her against the wall.


  “Let me go!” Graetha cried furiously. Catlike, she clawed at his face. Garstin struggled to hold her firmly while he found something to tie her up. Briefly, he wondered what drug she had used on him, how long it would take to work. Shadows dodged in his brain. Suddenly he sagged. Shards of darkness showered like swarms of burnt-out meteors. He was falling endlessly through the vastness of deep space. Ahead yawned a dark nebula. It closed over him . . .


  Awakening came painfully. With it came humiliation, chagrin. Outwitted by a skinny slip of a girl! His emotions toward her went through swift alternations of admiration and anger. She had managed. Torn sheets bound his hands stiffly behind him. Graetha Lantz had dumped him unceremoniously from the bed to the floor and trussed him neatly. It was hastily done. Knots gave at the first strain.


  Head fuzzy, pounding, he forced himself to the fused quartz viewport. Time had passed. The Neptune had already docked.


  Below was Spaceport Four, one of the tremendous floating docks which circle Titan to eliminate necessity for the dangerous and difficult landing of heavy spacecraft. The scene was brilliantly lighted confusion, hangars, surface decks, repair docks cluttered with spacecraft of all kinds and sizes. Ground crews boiled about like army ants, maneuvering spaceliners and clumsy freighter on tracks and guiding them into the capacious maws of waiting hangars. Ramps led to lower levels, crowded now with robottrucks and swift passengermonocars.


  Far below, like tiny flakes of light moving across the patterned surface of the moon, were spacesleds which had taken off for the various cities of Titan.


  Garstin swore vividly. It did not help. Snatching at the visiphone, he dialed. A blonde dispatch-girl, with sad and worldly eyes, glowered at him.


  “I’m trying to locate a girl,” he snapped.


  “What man isn’t? Won’t I do?”


  “Skip it, sister. Official business. The girl came in on the Neptune. Have all the passengers trans-shipped?”


  The blonde made a face, consulted her records. “Nearly all. What’s the matter, bub? She steal your watch?”


  Garstin described Graetha Lantz pungently, briefly, but with careful accuracy.


  “City Five?” the weary voice droned. “A cold cookie, if you ask me. Why take a chance?”


  “Some other time.” Garstin broke off, redialled. To Security Police Headquarters on Titan, using a tight-beam connection to avoid interception. The visiscreen blurred silver, cleared. A scarred and cynical face grimaced at him.


  “Hello, Lazarus. Back from the dead, I see. How’s insurance chiseling, or have you run out of widows and orphans to kick in the teeth?”


  With inner satisfaction, Garstin gave a top priority codenumber, then spouted orders.


  “Graetha Lantz came in on the Neptune. City Five. Check all terminals. No pick-up, just have her followed. Find out where she goes, who she sees, keep her out of trouble till I can take over. Get this—Hair dyed dark brown, artificial skin coloring, even her eye-pigmentation altered two shades lower. Get measurements from your files. Wearing junk jewelry and a dress of Gi-cloth to match her eyes when I saw her, but may have changed. And remember, that file is five years old. She’s no kid any more. Quite an eyeful. And smart. Don’t let her get away.”


  The policeman yawned. “Routine. But why? Your company pulled us off the case. The file is closed, dead. Sure, Lantz was nuts when he pulled a fast one on them. But they won’t like this. What is your interest, aside from the obvious one of the girl?”


  “You’ll never succeed as a cop till you start looking beyond the obvious,” retorted Garstin. He rang off.


  En route to City Five, Rocky Garstin pondered his next move. Decision was spared him. As he set foot on the landing stages, a pair of burly and belligerent Security detectives moved in on him. With a firm grip on each of his elbows, they hustled him toward an official monocar.


  Angrily, he struggled. “What is this?” he protested. “Haven’t you got the wrong man?”


  “How wrong you are isn’t our business. You’re Garstin. We have orders to pick you up. Skip the arguments, bud. The commissioner wants to see you.”


  In wrathful exasperation, Garstin subsided. Had Peters gone crazy along with the rest of the Solar System? What a time for a joke! Or was it a joke? . . .


  II


  Cold Trail


  Police Headquarters was a beehive, a-swarm with more than ordinary activity. With rumors of war, both foreign and civil, and interplanetary diplomacy in the stage of acute hysteria, security became touchy and highly involved. All business and personal affairs became official business, and traffic tunneled in and out of the building in continuous streams. Garstin’s big escorts shouldered a passage through milling crowds and dumped him roughly at the desk of an attractive red-haired receptionist outside the commissioner’s office.


  “Doggy Peters in?” Garstin asked, wasting a top-priority smile on the redhead. She eyed him dubiously, aghast at such casual disrespect for officialdom.


  “I don’t know,” she snapped, reaching for the intercom buzzer. “I’ll ask him.”


  Garstin sinuously evaded his captors, started for the door of the inner office. “Don’t bother. I’m expected.” Mechanically, the girl completed her connection. The intercom burred and rattled with the violence of reply.


  “He’ll see you,” she repeated, dazedly. “I’ll forget the rest of it. I’m a lady.”


  “That’s your loss,” Garstin called back, slamming the door against his burly escorts.


  Like the office, its occupant was big, bare, efficient.


  Behind a desk piled with official business sat a slate-eyed giant, largely stainless steel and synthetic flesh from the waist down. Long years in space had hardened his features and burned his complexion to a deep mahogany. Trapped into bureaucracy by his crippling injuries, Doggy Peters chafed at enforced inactivity and tried vainly to lose himself in his work. Memories teased his face into a savage grin as he heaved himself painfully erect to greet Garstin.


  “Like old times, Rocky,” he said, indicating a chair.


  “Not quite,” observed Garstin acidly. “You’re a hard man to see these days. Must be a big wheel now. Sending the cops to pull in an old friend.”


  Peters sobered, sighed. “You asked for trouble, Rocky. Using a priority code you had no right to. Ordering police to run your errands. We know the insurance company fired you. Can you give me one good reason why I shouldn’t toss you in jail?”


  Garstin grunted, frowning. “Two reasons. First, you know me and like me too well. Second, I’m onto something big, big and deadly important. You owe me a favor, Doggy. There’d be less of you than there is if I hadn’t stuck at the controls with hot-stuff burning the flesh off my hands. My scars ransomed six lives that time, Doggy. Yours was one of them. I’m not. asking any kickbacks for it. But you know what kind of man I am. I won’t lie to you, Doggy. This is on my own. The company kicked me out. And I need money desperately. I’m fishing for it in troubled waters. If I muff this, I’m finished. I left worse trouble behind me on Mars. This is a real jam. It will take money, piles of it, to square it or to run and hide. I’ve scraped the bottom of the barrel. Don’t pull the plug on me, Doggy.”


  Doggy Peters glanced uneasily at his incomplete anatomy. It was better than nothing, and he owed such as it was to Garstin and his atavistic guts. Garstin was one of those eternal problem-children born into the wrong century. Adventurer, hero, half-buccaneer, he was lost in the complexities of the Twenty-second Century. With his fiery independence of mind and action, he would never fit into the regimented routines of any mechanized civilization. He was a man for frontiers, and frontiers had reached a dead-end at Pluto.


  Peters shrugged in grim obeisance to his debt, and to the implacable gods of space.


  “What do you want on Titan?” he asked. “With a war building up, I have responsibilities. There’s a limit to favors. I should throw you in jail until I check your back trail and find out what happened on Mars. Can they extradite?”


  Garstin nodded gloomily. “Unless the war messes things up too much before then. It’s murder. There were reasons, extenuating circumstances, but I need money to prove it. Just give me twenty-four hours’ start. That’s all I ask.”


  Doggy Peters shivered. “Twenty-four hours’ start for where? If you’re caught in space when the war breaks—”


  “I know,” Garstin admitted. “But there’s a chance. Remember the Lantz case? That’s what got me fired. Nosing around, I dug up some curious things. Lantz’s life and work, his writings. There’s more to it than the records show. A lot more—”


  “Possibly, but how does it fit in? If you did recover the stolen antibiotics, they’d belong to the insurance company that paid the claim.”


  Garstin scowled. “Not now. It’s a technicality, of course. But with their file closed, the case abandoned, I could demand a third—as salvage. Can you imagine what that medicine will be worth? With a war threatening, prices will soar. The stuff will bring a dozen fortunes. A third to me. I can clear myself, and maybe clear Lantz, too. He was a great man, centuries ahead of his time, badly misunderstood. If he stole that shipment, there was a good reason. What, I don’t know. But none of those drugs have turned up anywhere. I have a wild idea where they are. If Lantz is dead, they’ll be intact. If he’s alive, I believe he’s the kind of man who will listen to me. Those antibiotics will be needed desperately—to save lives. Will you gamble on me?”


  Peters’ head jerked, his eyes met Garstin’s evenly. “I guess I already have, Rocky. Off the record, I’ve already called off the hounds. You’ll have your twenty-four hours. An M-l flash had come in to hold you for Mars. It’s shelved, for the moment, for twenty-four hours, exactly. After that, be out of my district. I can’t help you. Anything else you want?”


  “I’ll need a spacer. Any old tub.”


  “Take mine.” He handed the coded light-beam keys across the desk. “About the girl. Call back. I’ll find out where she lights. We kept a tag on her, anyhow, just in case we got a sudden interest in reopening the Lantz case . . .”


  “Peters, you’re a dog! Fidus Achates, the faithful friend. You won’t regret the twenty-four hours. If I come through this alive, I’ll—”


  “Send me a postcard, but don’t sign it. I don’t want to know what happens to you, where you go. Use your own judgment—but don’t come back to Titan. You’re a living embarrassment to your friends. Take care of, yourself, Rocky. That’s all . . .”


  By flashing his insurance investigator’s badge, Garstin got into the Interplanetary Bureau of Survey. The place was a madhouse. For security reasons, during the duration of war-danger, every star-map and kinetofilm orbit chart was being locked up. In sudden panic, he sought authority.


  “What can you tell me about Themis, the lost moon?” he asked the survey chief.


  The man stared, whistled and nearly fell off his chair. “The false moon! Themis? You’re joking, of course.”


  Garstin insisted. The official went to his files and returned laughing with a sheaf of skymaps, obsolete stat-charts, electronic course-tapes and assorted reports.


  “This is it,” he stated, grinning unhappily. “You’re lucky the stuff is not classified top-secret. May as well admit it. We don’t even joke about Themis. It’s the jinx of the bureau in this sector. Two surveyors have lost their licenses over it. Several times the thing has turned up in otherwise sound reports. Themis is supposed to be the tenth moon of Saturn, but it doesn’t exist. Authoritative sources deny all existence. In 2037, after various observations, an orbit was figured. Then the thing disappeared for twenty-five years. Every attempt was made to locate it definitely and prepare a survey for the charts. No luck. No Themis.”


  “Weren’t some ships lost in the possible vicinity of its orbit?”


  The survey chief flushed. “You can lose ships anywhere. Sheer incompetence. I’ve been over the orbit myself a dozen times with mass detectors which would have spotted a gnat in a nebula. Our instruments go bad at times, we get some screwy readings. Nothing definite. Take my word for it—there’s no such moon.”


  Garstin grinned. “Could I have copies made of this stuff?”


  “Take ’em all, if you want. They’re no use to us. But don’t rely on those projection films. Astrogation turned them down flat. Rightly.”


  “One more thing. Didn’t some scientist suggest a theory to account for these astronomical phantoms?”


  “You mean Lantz? That screwball! He was a neuro-biologist, not even an accredited physicist. Amateur astronomer. Too bad he never heard of astrology; he’d really have loved that.”


  “He had a theory about Themis?”


  The official forgot his impatience, chuckled. “Now that you mention it, he did. Suggested that these astronomical phantoms like Themis might actually exist in an interlocking time-plane, visible and material only for short periods when the co-existing time-planes overlapped. Ingenious hypothesis, but only that—hypermathematical nonsense. After he disappeared, some humorists suggested that he might have found Themis.”


  “Perhaps he did,” agreed Garstin. They both laughed . . .


  From a public visiphone booth, Garstin dialed the number of the police commissioner. While he waited for connection, his eyes idled with the banner headlines screaming from a public visiscreen across the street. All echoed a tragic note of mass hysteria, building hypnotically toward war. Sickened, he turned back to his call. Murder for profit; he could understand—not murder for ideals, however beautiful. Worst of all, the ideals would be false, bellwether thoughts misleading the sheep to the slaughter. His call went through. Peters appeared on the screen.


  “You may be right about the girl,” Peters said. “A man met her at the landing stages. They both registered at the Argonaut Hotel, under false names. Another man joined them, talked a short while and left. Possibly to arrange some deal . . . like a charter for a spacer. We’re looking up the men. Have a sort of lead on one of them.”


  “Who?”


  “If I’m right, Farlane. Discredited scientist who formerly worked for her father. Mixed up in an unsavory case involving manvivisection. Venusian semihuman guinea-pigs. Competent enough at his trade, but a butcher. You know a skunk by the smell, not by reputation.”


  “What’s she doing with him?”


  Peters shrugged. “I hope you’d know. Probably looking for her father. But she’s heading into trouble with Farlane. If you get chummy with her, tell her Farlane doesn’t know either. Before we got pulled off the case, we learned that Farlane was trying hard to find the old man, probably for the loot. Other people were on the same trail, but it was cold all-round. Nobody found anything. Nothing to find. Oh, yes, even the Robot monopoly was interested. Lantz was working on mechanical and electronic brains at the time, and they figured he might have stumbled on something good enough to steal. That’s between us, so forget I said it.”


  Garstin laughed harshly. “Okay. And I’ll forget I called.”


  “Do that.” Peters hung up rudely . . .


  Through streets teeming with war-hungry mobs slowly building to critical mass, ripe for riots, Garstin made his way slowly and with difficulty to the Argonaut Hotel. It was a third-rate dump, catering to space transients, located only a few blocks from the landing stages. The lobby thronged with drunken miners and ugly transport workers, all spoiling for trouble. Not daring to risk profitless encounters, Garstin slipped into the hotel by a rear entrance and climbed the spiralling service ramp to the sixth floor. The corridor was a dim alley between closed doors. Wondering which room held the Lantz girl and her secrets, Garstin hesitated.


  One door burst open with savage violence. Blinding light deluged the hall, pinched out in darkness. Sound ravened, echoed along the closed tunnel of the corridor.


  Deafened, half-blinded, stunned by concusion, Garstin drove himself to the blast ruined doorway. In the confusion, he thought someone passed him, but could not be certain. At the doorway, he forced past the wreckage into the room. From behind a locked door to a connecting room came a fearful cry, a pounding. Ignoring it, Garstin glanced around the shattered room. At his feet lay a hideous object which had been a man. The top of the head was gone, the rest was calcined horror of bone, flesh, teeth, looking oddly like a demonstration mannequin of an open-sectioned human body.


  The pounding at the communicating door persisted. Garstin unbolted the door, stood back. Half-dressed, Graetha Lantz stood looking at him. An ugly bruise showed against the pallor of her cheek. Garstin was in no mood to appreciate the disclosures of disarrayed femininity. The girl’s eyes wandered to the monstrous thing on the floor. Her knuckles jammed against her teeth to hold back a scream. She swayed.


  Garstin leaped to catch her as she fell. Her head lolled like a broken-necked doll’s head. Garstin eased her to the floor and propped her back against a wall. Slowly the glaze faded from her eyes, blood flowed back into the chalk-mask face. The terror of a stricken animal stared from her eyes.


  “I didn’t do it,” she moaned. “I didn’t . . .”


  Garstin slapped her hysteria away. “Stop it. I believe you, but I don’t think the police will. Who is he? What happened?”


  Graetha shook her head numbly. She bit bloodless lips and fought to control herself. “I don’t know. After the others left, he broke in here, struck me, twisted my arm. He wanted me to tell where my father is. Then he locked me in the other room while he went through Farlane’s boxes. That bag—”


  A fit of shuddering seized her.


  “I “can guess,” Garstin said roughly. “There must have been a booby trap bomb in the luggage.”


  “You don’t understand,” the girl wailed. “If Farlane was not back in two hours, I was supposed to open the bag. I know the bomb was in it. Now, looking back, I can tell from the way he handled it. I would have looked, and—”


  “And blown your stupid, pretty head off. Nice friends you have. Farlane was not coming back. Hasn’t that percolated yet? What did you tell Farlane?”


  Graetha Lantz’s eyes grew hard, suspicious. “Why should I tell you anything?”


  “Suit yourself,” Garstin said grimly. “You’ll have to talk when the police get here. Shall we sit around and crack jokes while we wait?”


  “Who are you—not the police?”


  “Not exactly. Perhaps I can help. If you’ll tell me all you know, I’ll do what I can. You’ll have to trust me, to believe that I mean your father no harm. I want to talk to him, that’s all. I can’t see that you’ve much to lose.”


  “All right,” Graetha. said hopelessly. “I’ll tell you . . .”


  “Make it brief. We haven’t much time.”


  Voice trembling, the girl talked. “You know who I am. I don’t know how, but on the Neptune you guessed that I came here to look for my father. Two men were to help me. Farlane and a man named Dazell. Farlane had worked with father, that’s why I could trust him.”


  “Trust a woman to back the wrong horse.”


  “I couldn’t know. The whole world seems against me. I had a clue. Some of father’s notes got mixed up in my things when I went to school. Just recently, I found them. Farlane came to see me. When I mentioned what I’d found, he was wildly excited. Promised to help, me find father. With what he knew or guessed, and these notes I’d found, there was something to go on. A good chance. If father was alive, we’d bring him back, help to clear his name. When you recognized me, I was terrified. Time was so important, and we could risk no delay. We were to meet here, charter a ship, and then—”


  Graetha paused as another fit of shudders rippled through her body. “They had seemed kind, considerate. Here, it was different. They demanded my notes, threatened me. There had been no reason to distrust them, but I had made an extra copy of the notes, just in case something happened to the originals. They said they’d decided not to take me along, since you had recognized me. That it would be more dangerous, might put the police on our trail. I held out, and they halfway agreed before they left. Afterwards, I found that they’d stolen my copies of the notes. I knew then that they had tricked me, weren’t coming back. I was just about to look in the boxes and the bag that Farlane had left. He had said for me to go through them and keep his notes safe if anything happened to delay their coming back. Then that man came in. You know the rest. Hadn’t we better call the police?”


  Garstin considered. “Somebody has, by now. If we wait and try to explain to the police, there’ll be a long delay . . . if nothing worse. We might still slip out of the hotel. Will you take a chance on me? Together, we might still have a chance of finding your father.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that you’ve put a couple of butchers on his trail. If they get to him first, Heaven, help him. All they want is his loot. I’d prefer him alive. Do you?”


  “How can you ask that?”


  “Then let’s go . . . unless you want a murder investigation around your neck.”


  Puzzled, the girl was weakening. Still reluctant, she let Garstin drag her into the corridor, now filling with people. At the head of the service runway, Garstin turned and addressed the curious crowd. “There’s been an accident. Someone should call the police.”


  An approaching siren wailed through the streets toward the hotel as the pair plunged down the ramp.


  “Do you know where we’re going?” she gasped.


  “I’ve guessed where,” Garstin replied. “Themis. But I don’t know when!”


  Her eyes widened. “How did you learn that?”


  “Never mind that now. Hurry!”


  Graetha breathed hard, trying to keep up with him. Hand in hand, they fled through the streets brimming with excited, war-maddened mobs. The latest news was beginning to flow in. There had been “incidents!” It would not be long now. Terror and melodrama made a dissonant chord, rising in crescendoes to a tragic climax. All military spacecraft had been mobilized, ordered out, alerted. The rumor was that civilian spaceflights would be embargoed at once.


  “We must get there before,” said Garstin.


  The girl sobbed for breath. “Where?”


  “The spaceport. I have a spacer waiting . . .”


  III


  Hot Trail


  Seventy hours out from Titan, Garstin watched a thin strip of charged metallic ribbon unreel and feed through the automatic pilot. He had set for as sharp a tangential orbit as he dared. On a screen above the controls was projected a large-scale chart, constantly shifting as the robot pilot selected the course. One punched buttons, the rest was up to the mechanism. At rare intervals, Garstin took over to trim orbit, making manual corrections and adjustments, comparing the visual charts with notes, praying that the chronograph was synchronized to split seconds of accuracy.


  Graetha Lantz, still pale and nervous, brought him food and coffee. She sat in silence and watched him eat. Garstin was aware to her every movement, her very mood.


  He looked at her and laughed uneasily. “I know,” he said. “I don’t say we can trust each other, but you’ll have to co-operate if we’re going to find Themis. General location and approximate orbit is easy. We haven’t enough details on timing, unless you’re still holding out on me. Not that I blame you, but—”


  A curious smile twisted her lips. “Fair enough,” she admitted. “I am cautious . . . after everything. Father calculated an exact rhythmic interval in the reported appearances of Themis. Its orbit interlocks with our normal time-plane. At this time, of Saturnian year, the moon exists in our time-plane for only a brief interval, a period of not more than seven hours.”


  “Time enough, maybe,” he grunted. “But my figures are all hypothetical and terrifyingly inexact. We’re following a parallel orbit now, but I don’t dare get too close. At the speed we’re traveling, we could splash all over Themis if we miscalculated when it bounces suddenly out of its private dimension.”


  “Father took that chance . . . the first time,” she said, with a penetrating glance at Garstin.


  “We’re taking it now, he threw at her in exasperation. “Is it necessary?”


  “No.” She fished into the private recesses of her tattered clothing for a scrap of paper. “Here, then. Farlane and Dazell don’t have this. It may save us time.”


  Garstin breathed easier. “An hour here can cover a lot of territory. Do you think your friends can find the place?”


  Graetha nodded. “Yes, with what they knew and what I told them. There is more risk, and it may take them longer, but they said they could—”


  Graetha stared through the visiport at a black vault filled with cold, unwinking points of light. The spacer seemed to hang motionless, its speed imperceptible in the dark emptiness. In eery silence, save when the mass detectors whined and acted automatically to repel drifting meteoric fragments, time passed. Inhabited worlds seemed infinitely remote. Even the stars were alien. The girl shivered.


  “Farlane said it might be months before we could leave . . . if we found Themis.”


  “That’s a cheerful thought. I hope you’re good company.” He stopped as anger darkened her eyes.


  “You’re as bad as they are,” she said viciously. “Farlane wanted to marry me. I think he just wanted to make sure of a share in those valuable drugs they said father stole.”


  “I’m cheaper,” Garstin offered.


  “You haven’t said what you want,” she challenged.


  “I’ll tell your father . . . if we find him. If not, it won’t cost you anything.”


  Dissatisfied, she let silence grow between them.


  Red blinker alarms on the panel beat a staccato of lights. Shrill clamors of sound joined in.


  “It might be an asteroid—a big one,” Garstin cried, going into action with the manual controls.


  “No asteroid. Look!”


  Ahead, to the left, was an expanse of shimmering light, a circle of unsteady radiance. It was a pale, ghostly, unreal, a disk crossed by eery shadow-streaks, still unsubstantial, it permitted the brighter stars to shine right through it. But it was growing denser, more opaque, more spherical, by the passing second.


  “Themis!” came in hoarse whisper from the girl.


  Garstin angled toward it as sharply as centrifugal force would permit. The wandering moon moved swiftly against a backdrop pattern of stars. It would be painfuly easy to overshoot. He tried to gauge his velocity and temper it to overtake the moon without an excess of speed. Unless both velocity and orbit could be matched closely, a long and dangerous approach would be necessary. Time was vital, and a series of braking orbits would consume too much, besides being almost too delicate an operation for a single pilot to manage safely.


  Too swiftly, the sidelighted face of the moon expanded, and tensely, Garstin watched and calculated, applying power to the forward jets, decelerating at perilous rates. Realizing that he was overshooting, he tightened the orbit, shaving it into a hard curve as the sphere of light hurtled past. At the far end of the ellipse, as inertia wrenched at the spacer, deceleration shock made pinwheels of agony in Garstin’s brain. Half-conscious, he closed the orbit momentarily into a circle, then dragged it into a steep, swiftly descending spiral. Savage desolation whirled beneath the spacer like an unrolling map. He closed in for a landing, if the ship held together . . . and landing were possible on the lost moon of the fables.


  “It’s larger than I thought,” he gasped, sick with the awful struggle. “Mass too slight for solid rock. Must be a gigantic bubble of lava-rock.”


  “Where can we land?” asked Graetha. She was sick and weak from deceleration pangs, badly shaken physically and mentally. Her voice seemed oddly distorted by the artificial atmosphere in the spacer’s cabin.


  “We don’t,” Garstin answered sharply. “Not unless there’s a smoother place.”


  Dubiously, he studied the ragged terrain streaming past below. Serrated peaks rose from a jumbled wasteland of broken, calcined rock. Nothing moved on the airless surface. Shadows painted solid patterns on the harsh grayness. The spacer cleared a jagged ridge. Beyond was a flat area, artificial, a prepared landing field.


  Circling, still at high speed, Garstin brought the spacer back over the field. It looked safe enough. Along one side of the cleared area were plastic prefabs, flat and blocklike, set in a cluster around a huge domed building of native stone. With the forward braking jets blasting, Garstin took the ship down in a shallow corkscrew for a closer look.


  This must be Lantz’s secret laboratory.


  Landing skids streamed on naked rock as the ship set down hard. Merciless jolting racked the craft as Garstin maneuvered toward the buildings.


  “I’ll get spacesuits ready,” Graetha offered.


  From a locker, Garstin got blaster guns. Graetha struggled into a clumsy spacesuit. He helped her, then fitted the plastic fishbowl helmet and tightened down the lugs. Donning his suiting unaided was a task. He handed her a gun, and his voice came faint and thready through the intercom headphones.


  “There’s a good chance your friends may show up . . .”


  Graetha nodded. She snapped the holstered gun to her belt-clip. Something in the gesture depressed her. Now that the moment was at hand, she found herself curiously reluctant to face what they might find in the laboratory. Surely if her father lived, he would have found some way to communicate. Why had he renounced the society of his fellow men, to bury himself here in this desolation? To what end had he stolen the quantities of valuable drugs? Had his mind broken with failure and frustration, or had his experiments taken a form too vast and terrible even for him? Did he still live? How could a man’s soul survive the solitudes and pitiless desolation of this nightmarish moon?


  She remembered the kindly, thoughtful but absent-minded man who had presided over her childhood. Hounded, preoccupied, but always ready with time and patience for the trials of her lonely adolescence. What could be left of this scholarly dreamer, with the soaring hopes and ambitions which had led him to defy the law and the traditions of science? For every man, great or small, there is a breaking point. Had her father found his here?


  Outside the ship, walking was difficult. She turned her mind from vain reverie to the necessities of action. Magnetic shoesoles clung precariously to the bare rock surface. Gravity so slight was no real assistance. Even the light was treacherous. They moved slowly, carefully, conscious of both physical and mental effort.


  Smaller buildings proved mere sheds, used only for storage of materials and equipment. Pressing on, Garstin motioned toward the large stone building. A cylindrical, metal airlock pierced its nearer wall. The outer door was open. They entered and closed the outer door. Automatic machinery whined, whirred, pressured air whistled into the valve. As pressure equalized, the inner door slid silently aside.


  Within was flooding brilliance of light, revealing an immense workroom. It was circular and seemed more an access room to a mine than a laboratory. The dome housed a mass of intricate machinery; beneath it, suspended into the opening of a titanic shaft, was a closed cage of lustrous green metal. About the room were complexes of machinery, gigantic vats, control panels, gauges, tangles of wiring, banks of vacuum tubes, batteries, generators. There was no sign of life.


  Garstin tested the atmosphere, then cautiously removed his fishbowl helmet. The air was sweet and pure, but over-rich in heady oxygen. He helped Graetha unfasten her helmet. Subdued, he said as gently as possible, “Not much use looking further. I was afraid of this.”


  “Why?” she asked simply.


  “I didn’t want to tell you until we made sure. Just as we came down to land, I spotted something. Another ship, smashed to bits. Just beyond the first bulge of hills. I’m afraid he—your father—miscalculated his landing. Even an experienced pilot can come to grief in a mess like that. Probably suffering from deceleration shock when he made his try. Don’t take it too hard. It’s usually quick and painless. May be it’s for the best, this way. Easier than trying to explain or make a deal.”


  Unnoticed, the inner door of the airlock slid shut, like the closing of a baited trap . . .


  “Couldn’t we look around at least?” the girl pleaded.


  Garstin agreed with a shrug. “If you like. But don’t build your hopes—”


  From the elevator cage came a curious sound, not quite a human voice, not completely mechanical. Something moved, came shambling toward the man and girl. Instinctively, Graetha clung to Garstin in wordless fear.


  The creature was manlike, but not a man. It shone with a dull metallic luster. It moved with sinuous glide, soundlessly.


  “Don’t be frightened,” Garstin said nervously. “It’s just a robot. An obsolete model. One of your father’s, probably. I can put it out of action if necessary.”


  The robot advanced slowly. Again it spoke. Voice and tone were flat, metallic, words coming in dull monotone as if tentacles of remote and alien thought groped with unfamiliar symbols. Most of the words were unrecognizable as language. One word stood out clearly.


  “Come!”


  Grotesque in her cumbersome spacesuit, Graetha ran toward the robot, reaching out to it.


  “It’s Tono,” she said. “He should know me. He was devoted to father. Try to remember me, Tono. Graetha.”


  In the metallic eyes was a cold glare. The manlike thing evaded Graetha, drew back, gestured toward the elevator. “Come,” it repeated tonelessly. “There is much to do. He is waiting. A long time, he has waited. We are glad you have come.”


  Stunned, uncomprehending, Graetha stared. A thought leaped in her mind. “Father,” she said. “He must be here. We will find him. Come on.”


  Garstin’s gloved hand caught her arm. “It’s useless. Your robot’s memory patterns are burnt out. It’s been too long. I’ll go with him first, alone.”


  “No, no!” she shrilled in protest. “I’m coming along. If my father is here, alive, I want to be the first to see him.”


  Garstin grumbled. “Perhaps you’re right. We’d better not divide our forces, in case Farlane and his pal show up But don’t waste too much time with this robot. We still have to locate the stolen drugs’, load up and take off. There’s not too much time as it is.”


  “I want only to find my father,” she said.


  Following the robot, they approached the elevator cage. A clattering sound from inside the closed airlock valve startled Garstin. He glanced quickly toward the new menace. There came a sharp hissing sound as air pumped into the chamber.


  “Farlane and Dazell,” he snapped. “Quick, get out of sight. They must not find us here.”


  None of the oddments of machinery offered much possibility of shelter. The suspended elevator cage caught his eye.


  “Into the cage!” he ordered swiftly. “It’s our best chance. Hurry!”


  Boosting the girl up, he clambered after her. With ponderous agility, the robot joined them. No controls were visible. Their weight in the cage disturbed some delicate balance. The cradling support rods receded smoothly into channel-sockets. Like a plummet, the cage dropped.


  Rocket-swift, the mechanism descended the shaft. Polished rock-walls dissolved upward in whirling blurs. Desperately, Garstin searched for some kind of controls. There were none; no panels, no buttons to push, no manual levers. Everything must be automatic. He hoped luridly that the brakes, too, were automatic, that they still worked enough to check the nauseating plunge. Air shrieked about the hurtling cage in shrill crescendoes as speed increased.


  Suddenly the brakes acted. The cage slowed, shuddered, and a whine of friction-bit metal stunned the ears. The cage rode a cushion of compressed air to the bottom of the shaft and stopped with such violence that man and girl were flung to the floor.


  It stopped in nightmare . . .


  IV


  Robot Moon


  Like the domed shaft-house far above, this chamber was rudely circular, but much larger. Walls here were clearer, less cluttered with titanic machines and complexes of wiring. It was lighted with harsh glare flooding from concealed sources in the vaulted ceiling. Hewn from solid rock, this room was vast and echoing. Set into the walls at regular intervals, like niches in a temple, were gigantic alcoves filled with—


  Materials of nightmare.


  Monstrous, moving entities crawled and squirmed and flowed in constant shapechanges. It was a museum of horrors, as if the most monstrous of imaginable lifeforms had been scoured from all parts of the inhabited galaxies. The creatures lived, fought, writhed, overflowing from their alcoves and spewing in hideous tangles across the floor toward the elevator.


  Screaming, Graetha struggled to her feet, staring wildly. The cage door opened, tauntingly, daring the venturous ones to descend from its sanctuary. Garstin leaped to his feet and wrenched at the door, trying vainly to close it. Brushing him aside, the robot strode heavily from the cage, across the platform, and directly among the writhing pit-spawns. He walked straight through them, as a material body moves through smoke.


  Garstin gasped, caught Graetha to him, comforting her, calming her hysteria.


  “Look!” he directed. “They aren’t real.”


  “Aren’t real?” she echoed. “Then why do they seem so solid, so tangible? What are they?”


  Garstin shuddered. “I don’t know, exactly. Phantasms. I’ve heard of hypnotic mind-warps that make you see or imagine things that aren’t there. Probably set here to guard something. Maybe this is what the legendary Martian spacemen found here. Small wonder they got away as quickly as possible. Every weird beast of mythology, and others too outre for the human mind to imagine. I wonder who set them here . . .”


  Leaving the elevator, they moved into the room. The fearful images yielded passage, but it required extreme mental effort to force a way through seemingly solid horrors.


  “Where is Tono?” Graetha asked suddenly. In the confusion of moving figures, they had lost sight of the robot. Circling the polished rock walls, they tried to locate the metal-man. Halting, they tried vainly to hear his footsteps. Their guide had vanished.


  Overlarge doorways led from the central chamber into surrounding darkness. One door seemed very like another. It was impossible to guess down which Tono had gone. Without warning, the elevator cage clicked and whirred. Before Garstin could reach it, the door slid shut, and the cage ascended rapidly. It was gone from sight almost instantly.


  “We’re trapped here,” Garstin said steadily. “Your friends know we’re here. They must have seen our ship outside. Now they’ll come down after us. I don’t like the idea of going down any further—”


  “Neither do I,” Graetha admitted. “But my father must be here. We must explore till we find him.”


  “That may not be so easy,” Garstin warned soberly. “If we pick the wrong passageway, we could wander a lifetime in a maze of caverns. No telling what we might run into.”


  “But if we stay here, Farlane and Dazell will find us. They will kill us and force father to give up the drugs. Probably kill him, too. They’ll be expecting us here. We can’t surprise them. As you told me, we haven’t much to lose. Can you even work that elevator to get us back up?”


  “Maybe. It must be some system of balanced weights. Given time, I could figure it out. But you’re right. We’ll be no worse off further down. Pick your doorway.”


  At random, they tried two of the passages. Each time, their explorations came, to a dead end, and disheartened, they retraced their steps to the central chamber. On the third attempt, patience and determination was rewarded. An unmarked passage led gradually downward. They followed it until it levelled off, far below, into a series of chambers with numerous sidetunnels. One apartment seemed to have been lived in, though a powdery rime of metallic dust covered everything. The place was richly furnished, but in a style utterly unsuited to human habitation. Even the decoration was alien in both color and pattern.


  Choking silvery dust rose in clouds about Garstin and Graetha as they wandered curiously from cell to cell, keeping careful note of their passage, so as not to lose the way back. Dismayed by the passage of time, Garstin was about to suggest giving up the search. Then came awful discovery:


  The strange object was a man, or what had once been a man. In a cradling block of molded plastic, webbed tightly by a pulsing intricacy of machinery, lay a shrunken creature, malformed and loathsome, like a mocking caricature of the human form. Oddly, it reminded Garstin of the throned mummies of ancient kings—but there was difference. This thing, withered and corpselike, still lived after a dreadful fashion. Feeding it were countless hairthin tubes of metal, and a moving cagework compressed the chest at regular intervals as if inducing respiration. Boneless and dessicated, the nude body was caked with metallic dust and from a distance, it shone with the same dulled lustre as a robot.


  Grotesque and horrible as it was, there remained semblance of human form. Graetha Lantz recognized something in the horror. She would have run and clasped it in her arms, but Garstin barred her way, held her firmly.


  “Wait!” he protested. “You can’t know. You’re only hurting yourself. Imagining things. Whatever that is, it’s not the father you knew. It’s no longer even a man. Nothing human could live in such condition.”


  “Father,” she pleaded brokenly. “He’s alive . . .”


  Garstin tried to be kind. “But not as a man. A kind of robot, perhaps. It’s a dead thing, Graetha. A corpse, operated by outside mechanisms. The robots keep alive a broken body. It’s not a man now, Graetha. Hardly even a robot. A dead thing, re-animated by robots . . .”


  The corpse spoke. Sound of its voice was worse than madness. An artificial voice, speaking at the will of an alien force, unhuman, detached, emotionless.


  “The body is dead, yes. Blind and paralyzed. But the brain lives. Lives on, waiting, praying for someone to come. Someone who can understand. Someone brave enough to act without regard to consequences. Someone to carry out the mission at which I failed.” It was like listening to something preserved in a jar.


  Graetha was silent, stunned. Garstin spoke. “What can we do for you?”


  “Nothing for me. It is years too late. Many Earth-years too late. As you have said, I am no longer even a man. But so long as memory lasts, there is something of identity. I was a man. My work in certain fields of science was well-known. Surely the name of Lantz must be remembered in the world of men. I was Dr. Theon Lantz, formerly of Earth and Mars. That does not matter. Nor am I concerned with who you are. Listen to me—”


  The worst of nightmare was still to come. It began with husks of sound from the lips of a semi-animate corpse, with the thoughts and memories imprisoned in a sentient brain that lived in the midst of death. It ended, violently, in a vision transcending space and time . . .


  “Thought is a force,” said the brain that had been Dr. Lantz, “a force, electrical in nature, as tangible as light, heat, sound. The living brain is a device for creating and utilizing this force. With proper instruments, one can detect and measure the flow of the subtlest brain-currents. In our crude and cumbersome way, we try to duplicate this device, we construct intricate machines by which to imitate these functions of the brain. We synthesize brain tissue, we build electronic calculators, we study the living colloids, but for most purposes, our synthetic brains are poor substitutes.


  “This was my work. I had some success, but always my dreams were greater than the realization. I hoped to create an artificial brain that would equal or exceed the natural brain. I failed, but during my experiments, I detected a force similar in wavelength to that of thought, but of immeasurably greater intensity. It seemed to exist generally, ebbing and flowing in strength, following a curious cycle. It emanated from an unknown source, as if broadcast. My instruments showed that it was not identical with thoughtforce as we knew it, but closely parallel. I studied this mysterious broadcast, and determined to find the center from which it radiated.


  “This, I did, eventually, after many false starts and curious disappointments. With highly sensitive detectors, and devices like radio location-finders, I tracked this electro-magnetic impulse to its source. My search led me to a sector near the planet Saturn, and my graphs showed a constantly moving source, following a path like a gigantic ellipse, roughly like an orbit for a Saturnian moon. To my dismay, I learned that this orbit corresponded with that of no known moon of Saturn. Then, delving into old and discredited charts, I discovered that a tenth satellite had presumably existed. Themis, the phantom moon, discovered and lost many times, often reported, yet unsurveyed, its very existence listed by authorities as a delusion of astronomers.


  “Imagine my wild excitement when I checked the supposed orbit of this mythical moon, and found that it approximated that of my graphed ellipse! Here was the source of my mystery radiations, and Themis became a greater enigma than before.


  “Themis became a madness to me. I searched out and followed every possible clue, and beggared myself in the work. With electronic calculators, I solved every hypothetical problem relating to the moon, located its orbit exactly, its periods, even worked out an equation to account for its unstable existence in our space-time continuum. I plotted courses and solved the delicate timing required to find Themis during any part of its existence in our time-plane. At last I carried my quest to the logical conclusion. Alone, in a spaceship, I landed on the desolate surface of Themis, found the shaft leading downward, and explored the depths of this haunted moon. What I found—will come later.


  “To understand, one must go back beyond the dawn of time and space as we know it. In a parallel time-plane, no longer existing, there lived a great race. Totally unhuman, they inhabited a star-and-planet system not unlike ours. But our civilization resembles theirs only as a child’s clockwork toy resembles an electronic calculator. We stumble and grope at the foot of the ladder of evolution. They had reached its upper rungs. But their galaxy was dying. They were a doomed race.


  “Foreseeing their end, they sought a strange kind of immortality. At the pinnacle of their development, in the face of race-death, they sought to preserve their inconceivable knowledge and their cultural dreams for the future. With limitless power and knowledge at their disposal, they fixed upon a small, uninhabited planet, hollowed it, and made of its vast interior a receptacle for all the concepts, the emotions, the processes which were the sum of their race-life. This repository was a master-brain, gigantic, self-contained, powered for practical eternities with atomic energies, sustained by automatically prepared synthetics, served by robot machinery.


  “By ordinary standards, it was meant to be eternal. So vast is its power, so invulnerable its structure, that it can be destroyed by no means known to man. And lest it share in their own destruction they sundered it from their time plane, sent it reeling in perpetual unbalance to exist partially in one plane, partially in another. It is suspended in the nebulous warps between space-time continuums and ranges pendulum-wise between two parallel planes.


  “They wrought well, those scientific priest-wizards, for Themis has outlasted their cosmos. Poised in the void, existing only for brief periods in either plane, it has become a phantom. Themis is a ghost moon, in more than one sense. It is the mocking graveyard of a race’s hopes and ideals.


  “The race failed, for the seeds of its own decay lived on in its greatest creation. In the latter days, as stars died, great plagues devastated those inhabited worlds. Without the germ-killing effects of sunlight, diseases multiplied. And their master-brain, synthetic though it was, became infected. It is a sick brain, tortured and delirious for unthinkable eons, unable to die, unable to think clearly. In its immortal agonies, it radiates storms of thought impulses, the raging nightmare of hate and fear that are its deliriums.


  “For many months I lived here. At first I was haunted by the dreadful phantasms that people this tiny world. Later, during its more lucid moments, I could communicate with the master-brain. From it I learned many things, staggering concepts far beyond man’s most soaring imagination. But in the midst of visual and audial hallucination, I began to fear for my own sanity. Perhaps I was actually deranged. Returning to my own people, I expanded my studies. I hoped to learn something of medicine, in my arrogant dream of curing the brain, restoring it to health. My great hope lay in antibiotics, one science unknown to the creators of the brain.


  “At times, I spoke unguardedly, mistakenly revealing a few of the scientific facts learned from the master brain. For this, I was scorned and ridiculed. My discoveries and new-found knowledge was misunderstood, jeered. I was ousted from scientific fraternities. In the last analysis, the pontiffs of traditional science are as bigoted as those of superstition. My name became a byword, but I buried myself in studies and experiments, ignored my tormentors.


  “On Themis, I had isolated the most virulent germ-groups that afflicted the brain. They were not dissimilar to our common disease germs, and in test tubes, they yielded to ordinary antibiotics. I had discussed the possibility with the brain, during one of its periods of partial sanity. It approved, and agreed to the experiment. There was risk, of course. Even if the medicines proved effective against the disease, they might be toxic to the brain.


  “My work had impoverished me. I was discredited, disgraced, my name a mockery. To obtain the needed drugs, I had to steal them. I did not hesitate, but set about diverting a shipload of valuable drugs to my use. A crime, perhaps, but I was long past such small considerations.


  “Alas! I was too inexperienced a spaceman. Inertia-shock deadened my muscles, slowed my reaction. In landing on Themis, I wrecked the ship. Because the brain remembered me, found some solace in the presence of another thinking being, I was brought in by the robots. As you see, my shattered, dying body was set into a working cage, forced to breathe, kept functioning. Like the brain, I live on synthetic nourishment, my blood is purified artificially by chemicals. My brain is forced to live in a dead body.


  “The drugs were salvaged, brought down the shaft into the deep caverns by robots. But the brain was master now. During my absence, it had changed the thought patterns of even my own robots. They no longer answered to my will. And the brain had forgotten too much. Its deliriums had returned. Alone here, more dead than alive, I have held on, hoping and praying that someone would come. Another to carry out the treatment I planned. Someone to dump the drugs into the brain’s feeding vats and end its diseased nightmares. I am helpless, but there is still a chance . . .”


  The voice stopped gratingly. In the echoing silence, man and girl stood dumbly, unable to think clearly, scarcely capable of feeling.


  Imagination reeled before the cosmic images of Lantz’s story. Garstin and Graetha had listened, entranced. Belief was a different matter. One could not accept such facts easily. Both source and setting made acceptance difficult. If this shattered being were really Lantz, and the scientist’s living brain spoke through the dead lips, how could they be sure that his privations and sufferings had not deranged his mind. Was there a great brain somewhere within the hollow heart of Themis? Or was not the whole fantastic thought a mere reflection of Lantz’s own madness.


  Garstin’s mind shrank from the problem of the revelations.


  “What chance?” he asked numbly. “Why is it so necessary to treat and cure the brain.


  “Why!” answered the voice tonelessly. “Because the brain, though mad, is still a potent force in our universe. Haven’t you guessed? It is a titanic hypnotic device. The vital strength and corrupt wavelengths of its deranged thinking upsets a balance. It disrupts and confuses the race-mind of mankind. There is an obvious connection between the periodic appearances of Themis and the mass hysteria and madness in our own race. During the regular cycles of Themis’ existence in our plane, nations, races, planets go individually and collectively insane. They indulge in holocausts of mass-crime. They endure periodic outbreaks of mass-fear, mass-hysteria, mass-murder. They wage war upon each other.


  “Ultimately, war is complete destruction. It corrupts, ruins both victor and vanquished. This is but one result of the brain’s delirious thought-waves. Hypnotically, men’s ideals are warped, forced into tangents, influenced into the patterns of insanity—directed toward inevitable destruction, to the ruin of civilization. If this evil continues, the race of mankind is doomed . . .”


  Again, for long moments, Garstin meditated in silence. Again, the concept was too great for him. His mind revolted at acceptance.


  “Do you mean that if the treatment was effective, and the brain recovered its sanity, that all wars would cease?”


  This time the hesitation was in the brain of Lantz. “No,” he said slowly. “Not completely. During the periods of nonexistence, when Themis is outside our dimension, there is peace. At best, it is precarious, since the after-effects of war linger long, and hatreds die slowly. But there is comparative peace. There would be no swift miracle. Man is too set in his habit and unsound instincts. Individuals would still go mad. Change would come slowly, naturally. In the past, there have been noble attempts to substitute reason and arbitration for violence. To some extent these have succeeded, for individuals. Never for nations. But in time, freed of the evil influences of the brain, there will be more attempts. They will succeed. Slowly and certainly, reason and goodwill must triumph. Is not such an end worth any risk?”


  Badly shaken, Garstin found words difficult. Grappling with the abstract magnitudes of Lantz’s story, he found unwilling belief growing in his mind. There was no certainty. He fumbled with his own thoughts and emotions. Suddenly, desperately, he wanted to believe.


  Graetha Lantz found speech for both of them. “This could be the greatest thing that ever happened,” she said. Eyes shining, she extended her hands to Garstin in a gesture of instinctive trust and comradeship. “We must believe. You did not know my father.”


  Garstin’s reason tried lamely to follow her swift intuition. “I am not convinced,” he protested. “If true, it would be worth any risk, any sacrifice. But—”


  “I can convince you,” said the voice in fiat, metallic accents.


  There were minute directions, a carefully laid-out route to a certain chamber. There were cautions. And finally:


  “There you will find the drugs, beside a hopper that leads to the main feeding vats. The floor is a great lens. Look through it. When you have seen, I leave decision in your hands . . .” After a pause, “If you decide as I hope, leave quickly. Return to your ship and put space between you and Themis. There is no telline what may happen when the brain realizes what it has become. It may destroy itself, and Themis with it . . .”


  V


  Nightmare


  Garstin and Graetha remained for-one more question.


  “What about you?” they asked, almost in a single voice.


  Still devoid of emotion, the voice of Lantz’s brain replied:


  “My work is finished. I will be dead before you have reached your decision. The future is in your hands . . .”


  Following directions, they located an immense funnel-shaped well leading downward. Circling it was a steep, spiralled ramp. Huddling the rough walls, they went down as rapidly as safety permitted. Graetha Lantz led the way, while Garstin kept sharp watch behind. In depths below, thick mists swirled and eddied, closing over the trembling pair as they descended. Behind and ahead, ramp and walls were visible for short distances; beyond that isolating them as it seemed to move with them, was dense curtains of blinding mist.


  Suddenly the ramp ended. They stood on the level bottom of an immense pit hollowed from solid rock. Here were more machines, of totally alien function and design, unrelated in appearance to those of the upper levels. All were idle, neglected, crusted with silvery dust. But there was murmurous sound and slight mechanical jarring, as if the great floor echoed some rhythmic vibration far below.


  Neatly stacked, beside a tremendous hopper leading into a chute, were the stolen medicines. Some packaging had burst, and spills of dull, powdery gold laid treasure trails upon the bare floor. Treasure, indeed!


  In the center of the room, yards across, was a curbed flatness like polished crystal. Dulled now by the all-pervading dust, some vagrant drafts had whipped small areas clean and swept the dust into riffled heaps. Garstin knelt beside the curb, brushing at the dirty surface with his fingers. The flatness became clear, transparent. Within it gleamed luminous myriads of prisoned atoms. Graetha joined him, mopping at the glossiness with the ruin of her skirt. Window, or lens, looked into hell . . .


  They stood above an abyss reaching into the hollow moonheart of Themis. Distance lost itself in depth, the inner vastness was a throbbing murk veined with brilliance. There was a light of all colors, prismfresh, bursting with vibrant life.


  Man and girl knelt beside the crystalline pool, staring into its magic.


  Dazed sight explored slowly. Then monstrousness and singing beauty of color took form. Circling the hollow sphere, crusting the concave surfaces, were titanic constructions, city-size. Patterns seemed familiar, but sanity recoiled from obvious significance. Most of the gigantic moon-heart was a quivering mass of living plasm and delicate machinery. It was an artificial brain, with reclaimed living matter grafted cunningly into organic unity with batteries of electronic calculators. The scale was staggering, the complexities infinite. Here was cybernetics on the cosmic level, as if gods had played at invention.


  Now Garstin could make out huge power-plants furnishing energy in various forms, pumping stations built to supply oceans of fluid life to the wonder. He was aware of the flow of thought, as one may be in dreams. Tidal flares of luminous force rippling over the glistening convolutions seemed real and visible. He sensed a throbbing might of atomic engines powering the unthinkable intricacies, transmuting stored energies into involved chemistries and electrical impulses.


  Above and beyond, he was even more dreadfully aware of the being itself; the entity, partially alive, drowsing in delirium, still functioning. Mindforce beat at his consciousness in waves of fearful energy, transmitting thunderous thoughts, eery moods, terrible whims, transient memories, manifesting the cosmic evil of its madness. Stark awake, he dreamed. Monstrous vibrations of alien thought crashed overwhelmingly upon the barriers of his mind, broke down defenses, hammered unholy symbols into the inner citadel of his brain.


  Vicarious, his mind yielded to distant times and places, to another space, a void within which no stars bloomed their fireflowers on the fields of eternal light. Then there was chaos and new beginnings. In agonies of dislocation, familiar space-time vanished. Into whirlpools of vacuity went knowledge of self, of his identity as a man. Pinpoints of light in nameless spectrums reeled into momentary existence, became smears of vague color, spiralling. Fearful energies blasted, and chaos became order for a time, only to sweep back into the dark unknowns again. Sounds that were all sounds which have ever existed made thin harmonies against the eternal silence.


  Garstin struggled to repel the mind-horror. It broke. Stirs of shadowy reality rifted the gray diffusion. Again, he knelt by the crystal pool, knew the ugly magic of its depths. Wrenching his sight and consciousness from its fearful lure, he stood up, caught Graetha and dragged her with him from the lens. Her eyes stared blankly, sightless and mindless. Slowly, horror faded in them and personality came back.


  Garstin knew now what he must do. There was never a real decision. Regardless of cost to himself, regardless of the fact that his failure to recover the fortunes in drugs would make him a hunted fugitive, regardless of the fact that the time he could stay alive would be brief and bloody, he must act. No risk was too great. No sacrifice . . .


  The future was in his hands . . .


  Long afterward, they fled upward. Forcing Graetha ahead of him, since she moved with drunken unsteadiness, he ran up the ramp, through the apartments, now devoid of life, with the thing on the plastic block relaxed into the peace of death. Breathlessly, they raced through tortuous corridors, then up the inclined passageway leading toward the central shaft-room. All about them, the solid rock-walls seemed to stir and pulse with alien life. Blasts of cool, fresh air moaned through the cavern mazes. Into the central chamber they stumbled, thrusting a way among seething phantoms.


  The elevator cage was down, resting solidly on the floor of the shaft. Its doors were closed, barricaded, as if against the hordes of nightmare. Harsh and deadly came a voice from the barricaded cage. Two heads thrust out, and two hands bearing blaster guns.


  Stand where you are!” shouted Farlane. “Don’t move to reach for the gun, or we’ll shoot. Whoever you are, we’re moving in. Claiming everything.”


  Garstin had forgotten mere human menace. He checked in mid-stride. There was no time for thought, for temporizing. He acted on instinct. With a single movement, he hurled Graetha behind a bank of heavy machinery, then threw himself flat in the dust. Blaster beams licked out as he squirmed, tolled and crawled to partial safety. In deafening uproar the shaft-room rocked. Rock chips deluged Garstin, but Farlane and Dazell had lost their advantage. It was deadlock.


  From the safety of the barricaded cage, Farlane addressed Garstin.


  “We’ll make a deal,” he offered. “Your life, and the girl’s. We get the drugs. Which do you want most—the jack or the jill?”


  Garstin laughed bitterly. “You can have my share of the drugs.”


  “Is that all right with you?” Farlane called to Graetha.


  “I never claimed a share,” she responded icily. “But I know you too well. This is just a trick to get us into the open. Don’t trust either of them, Rocky.”


  “Don’t argue with them,” Dazell raged. “Rush him, and shoot him. The girl will tell us where the drugs are.”


  “I’ll tell you now,” she taunted savagely. “They’re gone. The drugs have been used. You’re both fools—”


  Garstin made sudden movement, showed himself as if trying to dodge to more substantial cover. Startled, Farlane and Dazell exposed themselves, trying for a clear shot. The moment was enough.


  From behind her shelter of machinery Graetha Lantz took careful aim, triggered her gun. Blossoms of seething flame wreathed Farlane, exploded. Dazell fired quickly, and the block of heavy equipment sheltering the girl erupted in fusing metallic chaos. Garstin’s blaster echoed the flash. Dazell vaporized in blinding ferments of fire. The cavern rocked and thundered, and it was over with shocking suddenness.


  Graetha Lantz stepped clear of the wreckage. “I had not thought I could kill a man,” she said weakly. She wanted to faint, but something in Garstin’s face made her hang to consciousness. “We had to kill them, didn’t we?”


  Garstin shrugged with painful memory. “Sometimes being in the right doesn’t help. Such habits come from associating with murders . . . like me.”


  “You! But you’re practically a policeman?”


  “Not quite, as I told you. Just an ex-investigator for the insurance company. Fired. Fugitive murderer. Wanted on Mars on an M-l charge. Without the money I hoped to salvage from regaining those drugs, I can’t even buy justice. I’m finished.”


  “But after what you’ve done, who—”


  “Who would believe it? Imagine me in court with such a wild fantasy! It’s no use. I wouldn’t even try to tell about it Men like your father and me carry our doom with us. Thieves, murderers—we just need a hole to crawl into. It never works out. I’ll try to get you to a safe place, then let the hounds come after me. It’ll be fun while I last. Come on.”


  Roughly, Garstin bundled her into the cage. Some cautious experimentation solved the problem of operating the mechanism. With a shriek of displaced air, the cage careened upward. In the domed room at the shaft-head, there was a colossal hum of activity. Curious machinery functioned at high speed, indicator panels seemed to have gone mad. Tremors rippled the stone floor. A gauge burst in a shower of breaking glass and metal. Radiation counters set up a buzzing like angry bee-swarms.


  In panic haste, Garstin fitted Graetha’s space armor, donned his own, then thrust her into the airlock. Atmosphere hissed out, froze into fine crystals and settled instantaneously. Across the desolation, Garstin hustled the girl toward the spacer. Crowding behind the manual controls, he woke atomjets to roaring life, and eased the ship carefully off the rugged ground. They were none too soon. Visible paroxysms ran through the moon’s crust, became steady jarring vibrations. Long cracks appeared, widened.


  Themis fell away behind them. Ahead yawned darkness stippled with stars in familiar constellations. Garstin increased acceleration as much as he dared. Maelstroms of nauseating pain and blankness of mind and body claimed both of them. It cleared slowly. With the controls set on automatic, he relaxed while they helped each other out of the bulky garments and the fishbowl helmets.


  “Where are you taking me?” Graetha asked, giving him an odd glance.


  “That’s a good question,” he admitted. “I wish I had as good an answer. I’ll think of someplace.”


  She was silent, then slid into the control seat beside him. Her hand sought his arm.


  “If you’re planning to dump me somewhere safe, and then run off to die alone like a hunted animal, I won’t have it,” she said. “Pick a big hole to hide in, because you’ll have company.”


  Garstin frowned in exasperation. “Don’t be a sentimental fool. There’s no hole big enough. Nice try, though. And don’t try to tell me you’re in love with me.”


  “I don’t know. Maybe not, yet. But give me a little time to get used to the idea—”


  Far behind the ship, the sky opened in soundless, instantaneous flash. Where Themis had been was nothing, as if the moon had wasted its potential atomic energy in a second of radiant splendor. Space warped, stretched, tore wide open. Invisible, titanic forces struck the spacer, swatted it in senseless rage. For a long moment, Garstin knew vast multiples of space and time, then blackness and whirling convulsions, time-wrenching terror.


  There was void, then suddenly a universe again. Sol was gone, and Saturn, Jupiter, and all the other familiar planets. There was a sun, though, and attendant light-flakes that were planets, and beyond loomed a galaxy of alien, unfamiliar constellations.


  Graetha screamed. Even Garstin cried out.


  “I don’t know where we are,” he tried to explain. “In another time-plane, I guess . . .”


  Calmly, Graetha accepted the facts. There would be no getting back. She smiled cryptically. “Maybe there are people like us here. We’ll find them, make a home. It settles one problem. You’re stuck with me. Give me a chance to repair my makeup, and you won’t mind so much . . .”


  “Go ahead,” Garstin told her. “We have all the time there is.”


  He set a course toward the nearest planet and fitted the tape into the automatic pilot. Mentally be began composing a postcard to Doggy Peters, but decided in time that there would be too much difficulty about mailing it . . .


  Underestimation


  Alger Rome


  Never underestimate the power of a woman, they told him. But when he found the bedraggled waif stowed away on the miserable little ship to Mars, he knew what was waiting for her out there. And he knew she’d underestimated a lot of things.


  RAM—E/M 3 lifted gravs from Flushing Spaceport and headed Marsward. When the last jet cut out, the girl staggered into the control room. The sound of her unsteady footsteps, together with her sick moan, spun Gerris back from the manual control board.


  “No!”


  “ ’Fraid so,” the girl said. She wiped a smear of blood away from her nostrils and grinned at him.


  Gerris cursed under his breath. “I suppose you know the Jaw on stowaways?” he said, grimacing.


  “Uh-huh. So either push me out the airlock or turn around and land me.” Despite the fact that her face was gray and her knees were obviously trembling, the grin widened into a challenge.


  Gerris’s expression had nothing in it of either laughter or response. His mouth set itself in a narrow line.


  “Obviously, you don’t know just exactly what kind of a fix you’re in,” he said. “Do you know where this ship’s headed?”


  “Haven’t got the faintest idea, Handsome,” the girl said, leaning against a bulkhead. “I don’t care much, either. Anything’s better than the House of Correction. I wasn’t doing any picking and choosing when I hit the field last night, believe me.”


  Gerris frowned. “This ship is officially designated as ‘Robot and/or Manual—Earth/Mars Vessel Number 3.’ It’s intended for robot operation at least ninety percent of the time. She’s not equipped with full manual controls. All I can do is duck away from a meteor, or make a few other minor course changes. What’s more, there’s no airlock. I can’t turn around, and I can’t push you out without wasting a shipful of air. Does that make you happy?”


  “Sure does.”


  For the first time, Gerris smiled—a tough, ironical twitch of his lips. “How much do you know about the setup on Mars?”


  “Not a damn thing. Got a cigarette?”


  “You have a talent for bypassing the significant and proceeding forcefully to the irrelevant, haven’t you?” Gerris threw her his pack.


  “You wouldn’t say that if you’d ever seen me clean out a till,” the girl replied, flashing the same challenging grin.


  In spite of himself, Gerris laughed. The girl broke into a laugh of her own, throwing her head back and parting her lips away from her teeth. Something about the self-confident way in which her hands rode her hips called to a yearning that should have been obscured by the thought of a wife and two children waiting in Marsdome. Perhaps because of this, Gerris’s laugh became a stern frown.


  “Listen—”


  “Marilyn.”


  “Listen, Marilyn, you don’t seem to understand what you’ve gotten into.”


  “Look, Handsome, I don’t care what I’ve gotten into. What counts is what I’m out of, and that I’m getting farther away from Earth every minute.” The wild, laughing light that never left her eyes completely, brightened again. “What’s more, on a ship with a very cute pilot. The situation bids fair to be one of the most pleasant in months.” She did not change her position against the bulkhead, but the effect was the same as if she moved over to him and run her hand down his cheek.


  He coughed and shifted his weight. “I’ll have you know I’m married,” he said, conscious of his sham dignity. “Not only that, I’ve got two children. Moreover, I’m a meteorologist, and I’ve been one long enough to sublimate any wild urges into involved monographs on altocirrus cloud formations.”


  Marilyn raised an eyebrow. “Maybe,” she said. “On the other hand, you just might be getting bored with it all,” She studied his face. “In fact—”


  She moved up and kissed him with her mouth open and her arms tight. Gerris found himself looking at her short, copper-colored hair with surprisingly limpid eyes.


  Marilyn moved her head until it rested against his shoulder. “Altocirrus clouds, huh?” she murmured. “Put that in your monograph and publish it.”


  Gerris had not been kissed in that way for some years. He discovered that a violent reaction was taking place within him. He turned back to the controls with an abrupt twist of his body. “Let’s cut that out right now,” he said harshly.


  “Anything you say, Handsome,” Marilyn said, her tone of voice implying precisely the opposite. She blew smoke against the back of his head. “What’s your name, lover?” she asked.


  “James Gerris.” He pushed his face against the binocular periscope eyepiece. His fingers were shaking.


  “That James Gerris, huh? You are weather-controlling Mars, or something, aren’t you?”


  “I’m drawing up a tentative plan for an experimental attempt on a local scale, if that’s what you mean, yes.”


  “Well, I am in distinguished company.”


  “You’re going to be in a lot more of it. In fact, you’re going to be extremely, close to it.” He was as much intrigued by the thought as he was apprehensive.


  “How do you mean?”


  “Just what do you know about conditions on Mars?” he asked.


  “Damn little. In fact, all I know is that you people on the research staff live in a pressurized dome, and that the twenty adults and few-odd kids of you are all the life there is on Mars.”


  Gerris twitched his mouth. “It doesn’t sound so bad, when you say it fast, that way. Actually, if you had any idea of what it’s like to live in a dome, you’d know how appalling it was.”


  “How so?”


  “The entire operation is strictly from shoestring. U of K’s a rich school, but even so, it’s terrifically expensive to maintain the dome. Do you have any idea of what it’s costing, just to keep an atmosphere in this ship, heat it, air-condition it, stock it with food, and run a course with no kinks in it a human being couldn’t stand, at an acceleration below the human critical level? It’s roughly double what robot operation costs. It takes three months to set up authorization for a human passenger.


  “And that’s just an example. The dome itself is about as far removed from a luxury hotel as it can get. It’s split up into two lobes, with the pile in the center. One lobe is crammed full of labs.


  The other one has ten cubicles in it. Each couple, and their children if they have any, lives in one cubicle. Space is so limited that the larger families sleep in shifts.”


  He turned around to see Marilyn’s reaction. She was displaying no sign of any emotion, or understanding. “That doesn’t leave me much room, does it?” she said casually.


  Gerris smiled grimly. “It leaves you no room. Every inch of space is taken up. We live like pigeons in a bank of coops.”


  She shrugged her shoulders. “I’ll sleep in the ship.”


  “No, you won’t. The supplies’ll be unloaded the minute we land, our samples and reports will be stowed aboard, and the ship reset to automatic control. She’ll take off again in about six hours.”


  “Rig me a shelter somewhere, then. I don’t care.”


  “Rig you a shelter? Out of what—cornflakes boxes? We haven’t got any structural materials to spare, and the windstorms will knock anything else flat. Besides, how’d you insulate it? Or are you planning to requisition some of our oxygen to keep a fire going at night? To say nothing of keeping a mask on all the time.”


  This time, it seemed to penetrate. “There must be someplace for me!” Marilyn said petulantly, grinding her cigarette out on the deck with an angry twist of her foot.


  “Sure. Right on top of the pile.”


  Gerris sighed. “Honey, you got yourself into this. All the vamping in the world isn’t going to change the fact that there is simply no room for you.” He shook his head in frustration. “Don’t worry about it, though. Once we land, twenty highly trained minds are going to have to drop everything else and devote themselves entirely to solving your problem for you.”


  Marilyn’s expression brightened, and she raised her hand to push back a strand of hair.


  “Sex appeal has nothing to do with it,” Gerris said.


  “No?”


  “No. It just so happens that we’d have to do the same even if you were a hundred and fifty years old and were on your fifth set of false teeth.” He cracked his knuckles savagely. “You see, woman, we can’t send you back for three months, at the soonest.”


  “You can’t send me back, period. If you think you can, just try it.” Her blue eyes sparkled angrily.


  “When we can, we will, even if it means all of us have to hold you down and strap you in. But before we do, we’ve got to get authorization to run a human-amenable course and passage. I told you that was a tough proposition.”


  “Fine. The longer it takes, the better.”


  “God! No wonder you landed in a reformatory! What a brain—or rather, lack of one!” Gerris clenched a fist and sighed in frustrated anger. “Can’t you understand the basic difficulty? There simply isn’t any place to put you! You can’t stay on the ship, you can’t stay in the dome, you can’t stay on the surface of Mars, and you can’t return to Earth.” He made an angry sound in his throat. “I don’t know what we’re going to do with you.”


  Marilyn had had time to recover her shell of bravado. “I know,” she said.


  “What?”


  “I’ll marry one of the men.”


  Gerris stared at her incredulously. Hadn’t she understood, when he described life in the dome? Probably not, he decided. “You’ll have to arrange a divorce from his wife, first,” he said.


  That one staggered the girl for only a minute. She cocked an eyebrow and grinned maliciously. “I might just do that.”


  “It still wouldn’t solve the problem of finding room for you.”


  “Hell, it wouldn’t. You’d have to figure out what to do with his ex-wife, though.” She smiled broadly, and looked Gerris over “I might consider raising the kids myself,” she said.


  Gerris spent a restless eight hours in the control chair while Marilyn slept in the single bunk He would drop off to sleep for a few minutes, then wake up again, his brain churning.


  Life on Mars had been hard, and presented a constant battle for survival. Working under those conditions was almost inconceivably difficult—far different from calculations and deductions arrived at in the sheltered quiet of an Earthside lab. Recaps and analyses of preliminary data, too, were more easily accomplished in a hidden office than in a cubicle apartment with two young children to furnish distraction.


  All that, however, was in the line of duty. His skill and training were designed to overcome just such obstacles.


  The problem of Marilyn was something else again. The girl was attractive—he stirred uneasily in the chair—and her impact on the male members of the dome staff would have behind it the combined shock of a new female face, after two to four years of contact with no strange women, and the friction which would undoubtedly be set off immediately between bemused husbands and jealous wives. Particularly if Marilyn actually did make room for herself by what, admittedly, was the best method he could think of, from a practical standpoint. If the girl did set her cap for one of the men . . . He felt a quiver of dread.


  He banged his hand on the chair’s arm in frustration. No matter what happened, it was obvious that the staff would be completely disrupted as any sort of an effective research unit.


  He cursed aloud, wondering if Marilyn had meant it when she implied that he was the object of her intentions. Gerris was not accustomed to kidding himself—he could very easily be attracted to the girl, without necessarily losing any affection for his wife. He wondered, however, if he could stand up before the concentrated attack Marilyn could undoubtedly institute, and stand up to it well enough to preserve his home.


  He pushed himself out of the chair and took his wife’s picture from his wallet.


  “I love my wife, but Oh You Kid!” Marilyn jeered from behind him.


  He spun around, pushing the photograph into his pocket.


  “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”


  Marilyn laughed. “Okay, Simon Pure. Okay. But don’t forget to look at wifey’s snapshot once in a while, just to keep your morale up.”


  “Go on back to your cabin.” Gerris was badly frightened. Marilyn apparently slept in her underwear.


  She grinned lazily. “Sure. I just wondered what you were doing out here, all by yourself and lonely.”


  “I was thinking of a way to get rid of you,” he snapped.


  “Fat chance, Handsome.” She turned slowly and walked away. As she reached the companionway, she looked back over her shoulder. “But remember—never underestimate the power of a woman.” She stepped into the companionway and disappeared from sight.


  The last day of the passage finally came, and Gerris was a sleepless wreck. Whenever he dozed off, he was liable to be awakened by the feel of Marilyn’s mouth against his lips. When they ate at the one foodunit on the ship, her thigh would press his. He was haunted by the devilish twinkle in her eyes.


  When the ship completed turnover, he was grateful for the excuse it gave him to order the girl to strap herself into the bunk. He lashed himself into the control chair with a definite thankfulness that a few more hours would see them landed, with the problem at least partially off his hands.


  Mars filled the periscope lens, rushed up, resolved from a red haze to a patch of dun ground blotted by vegetation, and finally became the blast-obscured surface of the ravaged landing area. The ship rocked into quiescence, and Gerris cut the switches with a sigh of relief.


  He climbed down to Marilyn’s cabin and unstrapped her “Come on, Bombshell. Let’s get it over with.” He picked up his suitcase, handed Marilyn a spare mask, and slipped his own down over his nose and mouth. “Just breathe naturally,” he said, his voice rattling through the filter. “The valve’ll adjust to Mars pressure automatically.”


  “Never fear, Handsome. I always breathe naturally. It’s you that pants once in a while.”


  “Can’t you relax for a minute?” he said wearily. He could picture the look that was going to be on his wife’s face.


  “Stowaway, huh?” Margaret would say, two lines appearing at the corners of her nostrils. “Ah—huh.”


  Carson, the nominal chief of the dome’s staff, would clamp down hard on the pipe he couldn’t smoke outside, but jammed through his mask’s filter anyway. “Well, what’re you going to do about her?” he’d say, and then it would be up to Gerris to admit he didn’t know, and throw the problem to the entire staff. No matter what happened, he wouldn’t be very popular on Mars any more. He doubted if any of the women would ever speak to him again.


  “Well, let’s go, lover,” Marilyn said. Her jawbones showed behind the mask’s edges as she grinned.


  “All right.” He led her to the hatch, opened it, and dropped the folding ladder. They climbed down, into the cup formed by the semicircle of people who had come out of the dome when the ship landed. The scientists—malt and female—stared at Marilyn as she stood there, enjoying the situation. Gerris could feel the awkward expression on his face.


  His wife stepped forward.


  “Hello, Madge,” he said. “Hello.”


  “I—”


  “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”


  “Uh—sorry. Marilyn, this is Madge. My wife, Madge—Marilyn.”


  Margaret took Marilyn’s hand. “How do you do?”


  Marilyn said “How do you do?” Gerris noticed that some of the confidence in her voice was wavering.


  “I didn’t know there was a new staff member coming in on the ship,” Margaret said.


  “This—uh—that is, Marilyn isn’t exactly a staff member. She—well . . .” He explained the situation as rapidly as possible. Margaret wrinkled her brow. She looked over at Marilyn, who was posing prettily.


  Margaret turned and took one of the other women by the arm. The woman—Carson’s wife—was looking from Marilyn to a slightly dazed Carson with a cryptic expression on her face. The two women moved away from the rest of the group for a moment, held a low-voiced consultation, and returned.


  “It’s all fixed,” Margaret said brightly.


  Gerris was astonished. “How? Where’re you going to put her?” he asked, knowing that merely finding a place for Marilyn to stay wasn’t solving more than half the problem.


  “Phil Carson’s going to move into our cubicle with you. I’ll move in with June—they don’t have any children, thank God—and Marilyn moves in with us. One of us will have to sleep in the daytime, of course, but two of us will be awake—” She smiled meaningfully under her mask. “Marilyn, and either June or myself.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” Gerris said. “That’s it!” And it was. Until they got authorization to ship the girl back, she’d either be asleep or in the constant company of one of the women.


  “Never underestimate the power of a woman,” he said in an awed voice. “I never thought of that!”


  That fixes everything, he thought happily. Things are fine.


  He kept right on thinking so, until the first time he tried to kiss his wife.


  Technical Difficulty


  Kirby Brooks


  They came down to investigate the strange planet and to find that there was life there—life and science. What was it, then, that drove the creatures insane before communication could be established.


  The spaceship was in effect stopped. Stopped, that is, in relation to the smaller ship, as the velocity had been matched exactly. The planet below was spinning at an apparently dizzy rate however, because both ships were in a stable orbit and at a fixed distance from the surface. The large ship inched closer. Shard, the pilot, was hunched forward, staring fixedly at the tiny one. He was actually using nothing but gravity to bring them together because the chances of a hard bump were less that way. He thought ruefully of the first time he had ever attempted contact in space. Something on the order of a carom-shot. His teeth still rattled in imagination.


  “Shard,” the co-pilot said. “Do you suppose that ship is from the surface of this planet?”


  Shard was puzzled. “I don’t know, Cray. The little time we’ve been in this system is hardly enough to tell. I think the chances are good that it is though, even though we haven’t recorded or detected any signs of a technology advanced enough for space travel.”


  Cray glanced worriedly out of the port at the approaching small ship. “I wonder what sort of creatures are in it? And I wonder why they didn’t answer our all-wave signals? I wonder if . . .?”


  Shard cut him off. “Cray, I think you’d better check the magnetic grapples. As nearly as I can tell we should make contact very shortly.”


  Cray floated out of the copilot’s position and eased himself back into the center cargo section of the ship. He checked the grapples and called Shard on the interphone. “Everything is all right here, and I can see the little ship through the port . . . we’re almost touching right now. Shall I energize the grapples?”


  At that moment there was a small bump, then a little later another, as if a lime and a grapefruit hanging on long strings were swung together. There was that much difference in size. Cray cut on the magnetic grapples and caught the small ship right after the second bump. With a thud and a scrape it came to rest against the hatch.


  Shard and Cray in airtight suits sealed off the cargo space and opened the hatch. The small ship would just barely come through. They wrestled it into an improvised cradle where it could be tied down solidly against acceleration forces. After replacing the air and crawling out of their suits they examined it thoroughly.


  Surely it was a spaceship, Shard thought, although nothing like their own. Metal, yes, but where theirs was completely spherical, it was an ellipsoid, and where theirs had no outward appendages at all, the little ship not only had holes which were obviously rocket tail-pipes, but vanes for controlling flight in air. A very strange contraption indeed.


  At about the same moment they both became aware of slight sounds coming from the little ship.


  “Do you hear that?” Cray cried, excitedly. “There is something in the ship! It does carry passengers!”


  “I can’t see anything through this front port,” Shard said, putting his head close. “It seems to be some sort of substance that allows light to pass only one way. Do you see the entrance port anywhere?”


  As Shard was talking, he had been feeling the different seams at the front of their prize, and Cray had been busily engaged examining the rest of it.


  “No, I can’t find anything that looks like a door . . . no . . . It’s right under here, Shard. We set it down on the entrance port! Here, let’s turn it over.”


  In a weightless condition, it was no trouble to roll the small ship over, and at this movement the noise within got noticeably louder. Sure enough, there was what was obviously a door. But such a small thing! Neither Shard nor Cray could possibly get more than their heads through it. Surely the inhabitants of the planet below, if they came from there, were very, very small. Why, Shard thought, possibly no more than a third normal height if that door was any indication.


  Both became aware now of the increased sounds from within. It sounded like . . . yes! It must be speech! But why did the little door not open? Were they perhaps testing the air in the big ship? Were they afraid to open it and face their “captors” ? Or was the door jammed? The chattering and thumping continued unabated.


  “Do you think we should try to open it?” Cray asked, nervously. “Do you think our air would be poisonous to them?”


  Shard shrugged in disgust. “Don’t you remember your own tests of this planet’s atmosphere? It’s almost exactly like ours. Their air won’t be poisonous.” Of all the co-pilots, thought Shard, grimly, I am assigned one that would jump at his own voice.


  Cray looked ashamed. “I forgot for a moment.” Then a sudden thought: “But what if they aren’t from this planet? What then?”


  Shard shrugged in defeat. “All right, let’s put on our suits.”


  After getting back into the suits they turned their microphone pickups on for air-conducted speech. Struck by a sudden thought, Shard leaned over, placed his microphone on the hull of the small ship and turned the gain up high. The sounds inside were clearly audible now. And it certainly sounded like speech! Excited, screaming speech!


  “It sounds to me as if whoever is in here is having trouble of some sort,” Shard said, motioning for Cray to listen. “What does it sound like to you?”


  Cray listened for a moment. “Why, it sounds like they’re almost hysterical. Do we dare try to open it so we can help them?”


  “I think we’d better, and soon, too,” Shard nodded. “Can you see how to open it?”


  After several minutes of fumbling with what appeared to be a recessed handle of some sort, the small door started to move. A puff of vapor wisped out around the edges and immediately formed frost crystals around the crack. The door swung inward. As the crack widened, the sounds became louder and louder until the cargo space of the big ship was practically reverberating to the bedlam. Shard and Cray drew back in wonder as the door opened wide. They watched intently and rather fearfully as the screaming sounds continued unabated from the dark interior. Were the occupants hurt? Why didn’t they come out? Were they perhaps afraid?


  Suddenly, a furry brown ball exploded through the small hatch! Shard and Cray jumped in fright, and being weightless, banged against the ceiling with a crash! Then a second brown ball shot out of the hatch, straight toward them. Shard was horrified when it hit him with a thud! Right in his face plate were two sharp, bright eyes, staring at him. With a quick movement he brushed the creature away, and as he did he had a fleeting glimpse of four appendages with a round head placed between two of them. The quick thought crossed his mind that that was probably the top part of these creatures.


  Cray’s voice caught his attention just then. It was cracking with fright. “Shard! Shard! What are these things? Let’s get out of here! Let’s go back to the control room! Get this thing off of me!”


  Shard looked around, saw Cray floating along toward the control room door, trying in vain to scrape off, literally, the other furry creature. It was clinging with all four of its appendages tightly wrapped around his head, and screaming with ear-shattering volume. Shard suddenly remembered his headphone volume and toned it down. Even then his ears were ringing with the racket. Seeing Cray still in difficulty, he pushed off and helped him dislodge it. The added push of sending the creature sailing away thudded them both into the control room door. As the creatures were thrashing about madly, bouncing off floor, walls and ceiling, they had little trouble slipping through and slamming the door. After shucking out of their suits they both collapsed in their seats.


  “Oooh!” Cray panted. “I’ve never had a fright like that before! What were they trying to do?”


  “I don’t know,” answered Shard, thoughtfully. “But I think they were more frightened of us than we are of them. Did you ever hear such noise? As near as I can tell, they’re hysterical.” And going to the door he peered through the little window. “Let’s see if we can calm them down enough to communicate.”


  Several sleep periods later Shard heaved a sigh of disgust. “Cray, in all the time I have been on Exploration Patrol, I have never run into anything like this. Why, these creatures are so unstable emotionally they can’t even understand a simple thing like putting one object with another like object and getting the answer ‘two’. How could a race that has the technology to build a spaceship like that, break down so completely?”


  “And over nothing, really,” Cray answered. “It looks to me as if they are permanently deranged. Why, they haven’t ceased that gibbering since they came out of the ship.”


  “I guess we’ll just have to report that through technical difficulties we were unable to communicate,” Shard sighed, fully.


  In a heavy concrete pillbox, sitting next to a heat-scarred patch of desert, Joe Roberts got out of his chair in front of the radar screen. He yawned, stretched, scratched his stomach and smacked his lips. “By golly, Jimmy, I’m glad to see you . . . I’m sleepy.”


  “Any luck?” Jimmy asked, as he slipped into the operator’s seat.


  “Nah . . . just the same old false pips now and then,” Joe muttered sleepily. “You reckon that new fuel blew the thing to pieces?”


  “Well, it could have,” Jimmy said, squinting closely at the screen. “Or, it could have blown it right out into an orbit. That fuel metering system was new too. Nobody was sure how it’d act. That’s why so many of the rocket scientists were against using monkeys on a first flight.”


  “Yeah, poor little things,” Joe mused. “I got kinda attached to ’em. Hope they’re all right.”


  Day’s Work


  Noel Loomis


  He came striding across the galaxies with feet that spanned eons as well as parsecs, and with a goal in his mind—the goal of a creation forbidden by members of the Council of the Gods. He wanted to create a certain kind of biped!


  Two of the gods had been arguing all morning. A galactic morning, that is—one sixth of the time it took Betelgeuse to complete its orbit around the circumference of a cross-section of the spiral whorl of the sprawling IX Galaxy—some four hundred and twenty thousand years.


  And the fury of the last nova explosion indicated that Mogar, ranking member of the IX Galactic Council, was becoming annoyed over his failure to browbeat Dalen, who had come up from the LIII Constellation Committee only a few eons before.


  But finally, just before noon, Mogar’s tremendous thoughtforce thundered at the younger god out of the Lesser Magellanic Cloud and rolled across ninety thought light-years of space to the constellation Bootes, where Dalen was trying to settle a territorial dispute between two solar system deputies who had been involved for eighteen centuries over the jurisdiction of a newly formed binary system.


  Mogar’s thought-force said: “Your theories are preposterous and repellent. No entity in physical shape can ever learn to live a useful life. For one thing, they seldom evolve the quality of infinite age. And records will show that in all the Supergalaxy no species of biped with an opposed thumb has ever been able to live peacefully with itself. All such species are self-destructive.”


  A great rumbling came from the Cloud, accompanied by trillion mile streams of sullen fire, and then Mogar’s thought-force, muttered but still understandable at that distance, came again:


  “When you have been in the Council long enough to become oriented, you will see that these ideas of yours are nothing but sentiment, and have no place in a council of the gods.”


  The energy-nucleus that was Dalen absorbed these thoughts, and at length sent his answer back to the Cloud.


  “Sire, your venerable age and your seniority on the Galactic Council cause me to answer you with deep respect, but I find it impossible to agree.”


  Mogar’s thought returned like cosmic lightning: “Then you will, I suppose, appeal to the Supergalactic Conference.”


  Dalen evaded this trap. His answer swept back across the light-years of the galaxy’s length quietly but strongly:


  “Sire, I do not think that is necessary.”


  And of course it was not necessary. While all the nine gods in the Galactic Council had authority in any part of the galaxy, and even certain rights anywhere in the Milk Way Supergalaxy, in practice each member of the council ruled a particular sphere of the galaxy, and by unwritten law might do anything he wished in that region as long as he did not upset the dynamic balance of neighbor regions.


  That was where Mogar came in, and why it was necessary to secure his approval before actually beginning the experiment. For Mogar’s ancient seniority on the council and his resultant familiarity with all conditions in the Galaxy of Orion (the IXth) had made him a sort of deputy of the Supergalactic Conference, and they had actually given him a temporary appointment as Director of Creation in the IX Galaxy. Temporary, though he had already held it for several ages. The higher gods were very conservative.


  So it was most desirable to secure Mogar’s approval on any project involving creation, for creation involved the welfare of neighboring regions. But Mogar, long embittered by his own failure to advance beyond the Galactic Council, valued the small eminence his appointment gave him, and had adopted a policy of conservatism as his best means of preserving it. Therefore he could be expected to oppose on principle any experiment the failure or success of which might upset the dynamic balance of the galaxy and throw a shadow on his judgment, and the successes of which could only react favorably to the god who should bring it about.


  Dalen considered Mogar’s opposition for the century-long space of a galactic heart-beat. This wasn’t a good start for Dalen to make in the council.


  It was well known throughout the entire IV Universe that Mogar was old and crotchety, perhaps even vindictive. Those very weaknesses had long ago cost Mogar a seat in the Supergalactic Conference, but that wasn’t the worst of it. If Mogar had progressed in the usual fashion from the last beginning, he would by now have had a seat in the mighty Cosmic Chamber.


  So the situation exhibited still more serious aspects. Mogar, having seen many younger gods pass him in the long climb upward through the several eternities from the last Beginning, consistently delighted in showing younger gods their place, and under the Laws of Hierarchy, a younger god who lost face would be relegated to some quiet Constellation Committee until the next End and reorganization of the Cosmos. Mogar was known to throw obstacles in the way of every young and ambitious god, and then watch them sharply for a chance to catch them off-guard.


  Dalen knew these things. He had been warned by his friend, the middle-aged god Lennat, who had been one of Mogar’s early victims. Lennat had lost a test of strength with Mogar and had been assigned to the obscure constellation, Tracho, where there had not been even a nova explosion for more eons that Dalen could remember.


  Dalen considered these things, and he knew what billions of years of inactivity could do to a god’s mind. Even now he felt the lightly restraining touch of Lennat’s thought-force, a little dulled by long disuse. He felt grateful for Lennat’s interest, and yet he had an idea that was more than just that—it was an ideal.


  Dalen wanted to see a species evolve that could temper intelligence with sentiment.


  Dalen’s belief, was that intelligence alone, even the unusually high forms developed by certain Arachnids and some Centipods, was not the most pleasing form of life. He believed that sentiment—even though unsupported in logic—had a definite place in the cosmic aim of finally conjunctive symbiosis, because it provided the most comfortable form of relationship, and there no longer was any argument even among the gods that comfort was the Ultimate Aim.


  So Dalen wished to give such an entity an opportunity to evolve. He knew there would be definite limitations. For one thing, there could be only two forms: avian or mammalian.


  The birds and the mammals were the only two forms that developed a great deal of conjunctive feeling, and so his choice was necessarily limited to them. He preferred avian for its ability to leave a solid surface, but he liked mammalian for its inevitable eagerness to develop an opposed thumb. And the opposed thumb, Dalen believed, was the quickest answer to any sort of technical progress.


  Some of the gods held that technical progress was undesirable, that any form of life would more quickly evolve into the abstract forms such as pure energy, thought-force, and so on, if they should lack technical ability. But Dalen saw desirable things in technics, as he saw desirable things in sentiment, and he had been determined for several ages that he would some day put his theory into effect.


  Just now Dalen hesitated, not because he was afraid, but from caution stirred by his knowledge of Mogar’s ancient shrewdness. Mogar mistook his hesitation for weakness, and his next thought rolled powerfully and triumphantly from the Magellanic Galaxy, across the intervening vacuum, back to the IX th and through its length to Bootes again:


  “Then, perhaps, you will challenge me.”


  Dalen perceived the note of condescension. He knew that Mogar had challenged many ambitious young gods, and had never lost a test, but still Dalen did not rise to the taunt.


  “No, sire, I am not at this time going to challenge you,” Dalen answered evenly.


  Mogar’s guffaw thundered across the intergalactic void.


  But Dalen had not been elected to the council from the committeeship of the Constellation Hercules for his caution. At once he reached out to the other galaxy with his sensitive perceptory faculties and probed lightly at Mogar’s mind.


  Dalen recently had begun to suspect that the Elder god had retained some of the lower mindcenters that were distinctly ungodlike. Now was a chance to find out. But almost as soon as Dalen tried, he was chagrined. He touched one of the intricately convulted hyper-centers, but it was shielded.


  That was embarrassing. Mogar would know that he had tried, and by evening every god on the council would know that the newcomer from the LIII Constellation Committee had tried to probe old Mogar’s mind and had failed. But Dalen was not a god to back away from his chosen course.


  He felt that his power was somewhat diminished by the unusual distance, for Mogar was visiting outside his own galaxy today. Dalen channeled his energy through the fifth-dimension space-warp, which offered zero resistance, and in traversing the long parsecs of the galaxy, he gained six years in time before he reached the point in the galaxy nearest Mogar in the Cloud. There he halted and struck suddenly and with all the normal power of his faculties at the depths of Mogar’s mind.


  He hit first the reflexive center, but there he met a solid wall of force, and then, because he could shift his probing lance faster than Mogar could erect shields, he stabbed at what would have been Mogar’s instinctive level. He was astounded to find that, too, protected.


  Dalen had expected to find the lower centers unguarded, because it required untold trillions of macro-ergs of energy to erect a single shield, and Mogar would spend centuries replenishing that energy from atomic dissolution. But also because attempting to probe an elder god’s mind was an audacious thing, and Dalen had not expected Mogar would anticipate it.


  But Mogar had, and was taking no chance. Dalen did not hesitate. He had committed himself, so he stabbed again, and this time with tremendous power. He funneled his probing force through the spiral timewarp of the sixth dimension, to give it infinitely compounded power, and with all this inconceivable kinetic momentum he stabbed repeatedly at successively lower layers of the elder’s mind, far past the instinctive and even into the inanimate—but without success.


  By now he was ashamed. The newcomer was now only a smart aleck. But Dalen had not finished. How the elder god at his age could endure the awful energy-drain of completely shielding himself was more than Dalen could understand. What Dalen did understand by now was that Mogar definitely would not allow anyone to penetrate his mind.


  That was a shock as Dalen realized the implications. Why should a god shield his mindcenters at such a frightful cost of energy? There could be but one answer, and it frightened Dalen a little. It meant that Mogar did have disjunctive thoughts and perhaps even feelings. It meant that even if Mogar should withdraw his opposition nominally, he would be glad to see the experiment fail, and he might even help it to fail.


  That would be a vicious handicap for Dalen. The evolution of a race was subject to many perils; evolving a particular species was a hot-house sort of process that would take several billion years and much careful nurturing. If another god should be opposed, he could destroy the entire experiment, for instance, by dropping a spore of some malignant virus into the midst of the species—a virus for which the race would be unprepared and against which it would have no resistance. That was only one of infinite ways to eliminate an undesirable species.


  So now it was obvious to Dalen that his only recourse was to break down the barriers to Mogar’s mind. He had not intended this, but Mogar was forcing it. If he did break through the shields, then Mogar himself would-be relegated, for the entire supergalaxy would know it instantly.


  So now Dalen, having unintentionally worked himself into a spot where it was relegation for one or the other, gathered his energy. There was one way in which he felt positive that he could break through Mogar’s protection, even at this great distance. This was by way of the ninth-dimension elliptical spiral. Dalen had never used it, for it was prohibited to any god below the council, but if he could manipulate it into operation he could combine it with the sixth and his infinitely compounded power would be also infinitely squared.


  There was one drawback. According to Dalen’s calculations, a combination of the sixth and the ninth would require an output on Dalen’s part of power to the extent of something like 8.4 times ten to the twentieth power macro-ergs—and that would be Dalen’s last effort. He would have to rest for a while after that. If it didn’t succeed, he reflected, there would be eternities to rest.


  He concentrated his energy facilities and spiraled them to full power, sucking the last quantum of pure energy from every available atom, even stripping binding energy, and poured it all into his utilization of the two dimensions. Dalen was a young god and a strong god, and it was utterly inconceivable that any god could stand up against that enormous combination of power.


  By now the entire IV Universe knew that he and Mogar were fighting it out. Tightness pervaded Dalen’s thought-force which was flung out along the edge of the galaxy. The mighty power of the two dimensions swirled together and lashed out across the interstellar void, gathering momentum as it traveled in ever-increasing spurts.


  Perhaps the very first tongue of this energy touched Mogar, when unexpectedly his chuckle—a little forced, it seemed to Dalen—rolled back across the void. He said, as if amused:


  “Where do you propose to hold this experiment?”


  Dalen relaxed gratefully and allowed the controls to ease from his mind-centers. So Mogar had enough. Mogar had backed down. Only an old god of long seniority could do that without losing face, and also, Dalen understood, that was Mogar’s only way out. Dalen knew now that he would have broken through, and in a way he wished he had. It would have eliminated Mogar’s future unofficial opposition. But Mogar had chosen to break the deadlock, and that was Mogar’s right, so Dalen accepted the gesture.


  “I intend to develop a new solar system, to be known as the XXXVI, out on the fringe of the galaxy, and attached for administrative purposes to my home Constellation Hercules. I will choose one of those planets, ire, to be populated.”


  Mogar snorted so loudly it could be heard in the VIII Galaxy. “It will take you two billion years to get a biped. I say give the planet a shower of germanium isotope rays and everything but insects will kill themselves off quickly. Then in a few million years you will have an insect civilization to be proud of.”


  But Dalen was firm in his answer. “No, sire. I believe the opposed-thumb biped may prove to be a very desirable life-form. This planet will be only one of ten quadrillion in the Milky Way Super-Galaxy. I think it is not too extravagant to use it as an experiment. It is under the jurisdiction of my home constellation, sire,” he said pointedly.


  Now Mogar grumbled, and a billion cubic parsecs of cosmic dust exploded before his ire and streamed into the vacuum of intergalactial space. “Very well, then. I withdraw my opposition. But you will see that I am right, and at next week’s meeting I shall expect a report from you on the outcome.”


  “Yes, sire,” Dalen said respectfully. He turned in the space between two stars, and began traveling back toward Hercules. He felt now the astonishment in the minds of Lennat and the seven members of the council. Yes, Dalen was audacious. He was young and perhaps impetuous, to brave the wrath of a god like Mogar. Dalen knew now that the other members of the council felt as he did, that Mogar would go to any length to prevent Dalen’s success with the experiment.


  Dalen resolved more firmly that it should succeed, but it was a heavy load that he bore as he made arrangements for two stars to meet in the outer void of the IX Galaxy. His realization of the difficulties ahead was lightened by only one thought: If he could create the race he wanted, he would be very proud. Even without Mogar’s opposition, the odds were heavy against him. The gods did not like to see their precedents broken.


  But the one thought lightened Dalen’s mind: if he should succeed, he would be very proud. No doubt it would mean his elevation to the Supergalactic Conference and perhaps even to the Dioclave. So Dalen’s mind-force was busy with ideas and plans. In fact, he realized a little wryly, he was almost exuberant. He had even selected a name for his experimental species. He would call it “Man,” and by this time next week the entire Supergalaxy would know whether an opposed-thumb biped could be a desirable entity.


  This was a good day’s work.


  An Artist’s Life


  Felix Boyd


  Dalgreen came back from the Moon to die, and there was only the art he knew worth living for. But then he found Di Costa, who painted as no human could . . . and whose secret was too great for any man to know.


  A busman’s holiday. A real busman’s holiday. I stay on the moon for a year, I paint pictures there for three hundred and sixty-five days—then the first thing I do back on Earth is go to the Metropolitan Museum of Art to look at more paintings. Brent smiled to himself. It had better be worthwhile.


  He looked up the immense stretch of granite steps. They shimmered slightly in the intense August sun. He took a deep breath and shifted the cane to his right hand. Slowly he dragged himself up the steps . . . they seemed to stretch away into the oven like infinity.


  He was almost there . . . a few more steps would do it. The cane caught between two of the steps, shifting his balance, and he was suddenly falling.


  The woman standing in the shade at the top of the steps screamed. She had watched since he first climbed out of the cab. Brent Dalgreen, the famous painter, everyone recognized the tanned young face under bristly hair burned silver white by the raw radiation of space. The papers had told how his stay on the moon had weakened his muscles from low gravity. He had climbed painfully up the steps and now he was rolling hopelessly down them. She screamed again and again.


  They carried him into the first aid room. “Gravity weakness,” he told the nurse. “I’ll be all right.”


  She tested him for broken bones and frowned when her hand touched his skin. She took his temperature, her eyes widened and she glanced at him with a frightened look.


  “I know,” he said. “It’s much higher than normal. Don’t let it worry you though, the fever isn’t due to the fall; in fact, it’s probably the other way around.”


  “I’ll have to enter it in my report, just in case there’s any trouble.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t. I don’t want the fact to leak out that I’m not as well as I should be. If you’ll call Dr. Grayber in the Medical Arts Building you’ll find that this condition is not new. The museum will have no worry about their responsibility as to my health.”


  It would make wonderful copy for the scandal sheets. “MOON PAINTER DYING . . . GIVES LIFE FOR ART.” It wasn’t at all like that. He had known there was danger from radiation sickness-; in the beginning he had been very careful to be out in his spacesuit only the prescribed length of time. That was before he ran into the trouble.


  There had been a feeling about the moon that he just couldn’t capture. He had almost succeeded in one painting—then lost it again forever. It was the feeling of the haunted empty places, the stark extremes of the plains and boulders. It was an alien sensation that had killed him before he could imprison it in oil.


  The critics had thought his paintings were unique, wonderful, just what they had always thought the moon would be like. That was exactly his trouble. The airless satellite wasn’t at all like that. It was different—so different that he could never capture the difference. Now he was going to die, a failure in the only thing he had really wanted to do.


  The radiation fever was in him, eating away at his blood and bones. In a few months it would destroy him. He had been too reckless those last months, fighting against time. He had tried and failed . . . it was as simple as that.


  The nurse put the phone down, frowning.


  “I’ve checked and what you say is true, Mr. Dalgreen. I won’t put it in my report if that’s what you want.” She helped him up.


  The moon was out of his thoughts later as one canvas after another swam into his vision. He bathed his senses in the collected art of the ages. This was his life, and he was enjoying it to the utmost, trying to make up for his year’s absence from the world. The Greek marbles soothed his mind and the Rembrandt portraits wakened his interest once again. He marvelled at the fact that after all the years he could still wander through these halls and have his interest recaptured. But he also wanted to see what the moderns were doing. The elevator took him to the Contemporary Wing.


  Almost at once, his quiet enjoyment was broken by the painting. It was an autumn landscape, a representative example of the Classic-modern school that had been so popular for the last few years. However it had something else, an undefinable strangeness about it.


  His legs were beginning to tremble again; he knew that he had better rest for a few minutes.


  Brent sat on the wide lounge on the main staircase, cracking his knuckles, his mind whirling in circles as he rapidly introspected himself into a headache. There was no one thing in that painting that he could put his mental finger on, but it had upset him. It was disturbing him emotionally; something about the picture didn’t quite ring true. He knew there was a logical evaluation of a painting, just as there was a logical evaluation of any material object, but that wasn’t the trouble, he was sure. Equally, there was an emotional evaluation—more of a sensation or feeling; and this was where the trouble lay. Everyone has felt pleasure or interest at one time or another when looking at any form of visual art. A magazine photo, drawing or even a well-designed building could generate an emotional pattern. Brent was attempting to analyze such a sensation now, a next to impossible job. The only coherent thought he could muster on the subject was: “There is something subtly wrong with that picture.”


  Suddenly he had the answer. It came in a second, as if revealed by some hidden source of insight. Perhaps his recent stay on the moon helped the idea to form; it had a relationship to things he had experienced there. It brought to mind the cinder plains that had never felt the foot of man. The sensation could be expressed by one word—alienness.


  In the eternal lifelessness of the silent lunar wastes this sensation had a place. But how did it get into the polite autumn landscape? What twist in the mind of the painter enabled him to capture this strange feeling on canvas? Brent cursed himself softly. This wasn’t a painting of an alien landscape. It was an Autumn in the Woods landscape painted by a man who didn’t understand his topic. A man with an odd way of looking at things. A painter who could look at the bustling life of a fall day and capture the eternal death of a lifeless satellite.


  Brent leaned forward on his cane, his heart beating in tempo with his swirling thoughts. He had to find this artist. He would talk to him, reason with him—beat him if necessary . . . he must find out the man’s secret. The thought of his coming death sat like a cold black weight in his body. To die without knowing how to capture that sensation on canvas!


  He had killed himself searching for it—to no avail. Yet all the time here on Earth was the man who had the knowledge he sought. The bitter irony of it swirled his head with madness.


  The insane thoughts seeped away slowly. He sat on the couch until he was rested enough to trust himself on his feet. He had to find the man.


  Down in the right hand corner of the picture in the shadow of a rock was the signature, Arthur Di Costa, printed with wide, sweeping strokes. Brent had never heard the name before but this fact was not unusual in itself. Real artists were a retiring crew. They labored in back rooms and old garages, filling canvas after canvas for their own satisfaction. Their work might never be shown until long after they were dead—dead.


  That word kept intruding in his thoughts. He turned angrily and walked towards the guard who leaned casually on a sworl of abstractionist sculpture.


  “Shore, mister,” the guard answered. “You’ll find the curator in his office—the door there behind them old hangings.”


  “Thanks,” Brent muttered, and followed the course indicated by a meaty finger. He found an alcove partially concealed by the luxurious draperies. It contained a photo-electric water fountain and a neomarble door bearing the legend, G. Andrew Kinnent—Curator, Contemporary Wing. He pushed open the door and stepped into the receptionist’s office. She looked up front her typewriter.


  “My name is Brent Dalgreen; I would like to see Mr. Kinnent.”


  “Not the Mr. Dalgreen! Why I . . .” The girl broke off, flustered. She leaned hard on the intercom button.


  “Go right in, Mr. Dalgreen. Mr. Kinnent will be very happy to see you.” But the lovely smile that accompanied the statement was wasted on him; his thoughts were elsewhere, today.


  After thirty minutes of shop talk Brent drew the conversation around to the present exhibit—and one painter in particular.


  “Mr. Di Costa is one of our most brilliant young painters, yes, indeed,” the curator said smugly, as if he had personally taught Costa every painting trick he knew. “He has only lived in New York a short while, but the boy has made quite a name for himself already. Here, let me give you his address, I’m sure you would enjoy meeting him. Common interests, you know.”


  Brent was easily talked into accepting the information he had come for in the first place. He kept his real thoughts secret from the vociferous Kinnent. They would seem more than foolish—unsupported as they were by a single shred of real evidence. He couldn’t let this deter him. The sands of his life were trickling out, but there was something he had to do first.


  The building was one of a hundred identical greenstone structures that had lined the streets in the fashionable Thirties. The site of the former garment center was now one of the most favored residential districts in the city. Brent stood across the street from number 3A, ostensibly studying the headlines on the newsvend machine. The windowless exterior gave the obvious fact that the owner was fairly well off financially. Any information he sought would be inside—not outside. He crossed tile street and stepped into the chrome entranceway.


  The inductance of his body actuated the automatic butler and the soft mechanical voice spoke from over the door.


  “The Di Costa residence. May I serve you?”


  “Mr. Brent Dalgreen to see Mr. Di Costa.”


  “I’m sorry, but I have no information regarding you, sir; if you care to leave a mess—” The robot tones stopped with a sharp click, to be replaced by a man’s voice.


  “I am very happy to greet you, Mr. Dalgreen. Won’t you please step in?”


  The door swung quietly open to reveal a small wood-panelled vestibule. It wasn’t until the door closed again that Brent recognized it as an elevator. There was a feeling of motion and the end wall slid back to reveal a book-lined sitting room. The occupant turned from his desk and stepped forward.


  Brent took the proffered hand—at the same time trying to penetrate the man’s smile. Di Costa was taller than Brent with a thinness that seemed to contradict his graceful movements. They shook hands, and his hand had the same qualities; thin, long and strong. At this point Brent realized he was staring; he hastened to respond to his host’s hospitality.


  “I hope you will excuse my just dropping in like this, Mr. Di Costa. I have seen some work of yours at the Metropolitan, and found it, well, very interesting.”


  Brent stopped, aware of how weak his reasons seemed when brought out in conversation. He was more than pleased when Di Costa interrupted him.


  “I understand perfectly, Mr. Dalgreen. I have had the same experience many times when looking at your paintings and those of some of our fellow artists.” He smiled, “Not all of them, I assure you. I have looked at these works and said to myself, I would like to meet the man who did that. This very rarely happens, a, fact which I deplore. That you feel the same way towards my work is both flattering and most enjoyable.”


  Di Costa’s friendliness broke the ice; they were soon on the best of terms. Brent sat in the comfortable leather chair while Di Costa mixed drinks at the built-in bar. This gave him a chance to look around the room. A brown study, it fitted the word. The decorations were all subdued to the room as a whole, the sort of things a man would buy for himself. The only clashing note was the rotary book rack in the corner.


  He suddenly realized that it was revolving slowly, had been doing so since he first entered the room. Something else yes, there on the desk, the bronze ashtray was also revolving with the same steady motion. They created an unusual effect, yet an oddly pleasing one. It fitted the room and the owner’s personality.


  “And here are the drinks. A toast first—always a good idea. Long life and good painting, to both of us.”


  Brent frowned to himself as he sipped the drink.


  There is a fascination about shop talk that carpenters and bank executives indulge in with equal pleasure. Brent found himself easily drawn into conversation on the merits of alizarin crimson and the influence of Byzantine art on Renaissance Italy. Yet all the time he talked a small portion of his mind was weighing the other’s words, testing and observing. But his host was everything he seemed to be—a gentleman of private means with an active interest in painting.


  A half hour had passed, entertaining but unenlightening, when a light rap sounded on the study door. It opened to reveal an attractive woman, tastefully dressed in a gray and silver robe of classic Greek design, the latest fashion.


  She hesitated in the doorway. “I don’t mean to disturb you, Arthur, but there is . . . oh, excuse me, I had no idea you had a guest.”


  Di Costa took her gently by the arm. “I’m very glad you did, my dear. Let me introduce the famous Brent Dalgreen.” He passed his arm around her waist. “My wife, Marie.”


  Brent took her hand and smiled into her large brown eyes. She returned his greeting warmly—with exactly the right amount of pressure on his hand. A Roving wife, a pleasant home—Arthur Di Costa was a model of the modern gentleman. The painting in the museum seemed unimportant in the face of all this normality.


  For a fraction of an instant as he held her hand, his eyes were drawn to a portrait that hung next to the door.


  It was only by the strongest effort of will that he prevented himself from crushing her hand. Marie was there in the portrait, her portrait . . .


  The same subtle transformation as the painting in the museum. Something about a twist of the mouth—the haunting look in her eyes as she stared out of the picture. He tore his gaze from the painting but not before Di Costa had noticed his attention.


  “It must be a strange sensation,” Di Costa laughed, “to meet both my beautiful Marie and her portrait at the same instant. But here, let me show you.” He touched the frame and a soft light bathed the painting. Brent mumbled something polite and stepped nearer, as if mere proximity would answer his questions.


  Di Costa seemed flattered by his famous guest’s interest. They discussed the many problems of a painting and their happy—or unhappy—solution. Blushing slightly, Marie was coaxed into standing under her portrait. She pretended not to notice the dissecting artistic analysis that could be so embarrassing to the outsider. “That blue hollow in the neck helps the form . . .”


  “. . . the effect of the gold hair on the cheekbones . . .” She turned her head “just so,” and “a little more” while they talked.


  Yet all during the discussion a small part of Brent’s mind was weighing and analyzing. The how of the paintings was becoming clearer although the why still escaped him. It wasn’t that there was an alienness in the figure itself it was more as if the person were looking at something totally strange to worldly eyes.


  He felt the small throb of an incipient headache as his frustrated thoughts danced dizzily inward on themselves in ever tightening circles. The mellow sound of a chime from the wall cabinet provided a welcome interruption. Di Costa excused himself and stepped out of the room—, leaving Brent alone with Marie. They had just seated themselves when Di Costa returned, looking as if he had received painful news.


  “I must ask you to excuse me, but my lawyer wishes to see me at once—a small but important matter about my estate. I am most unhappy to leave now. We must continue our talk another time. Please do not leave on my account, Mr. Dalgreen—my house is at your service.”


  When her husband left, Brent and Marie Di Costa talked idly on irrelevant topics, they had to, since he had no idea of what might be relevant. You couldn’t walk up to a girl whom you’d met for the first time and ask, “Madam, does your husband paint monsters? Or perhaps you dabble in witchcraft! Is that the secret?”


  A quick glance at his watch convinced him it was time to go, before he wore out his welcome.


  Turning to light a cigarette his eyes fell on the mantle clock. He registered surprise.


  “Why, it’s three-thirty already! I’m afraid I’ll have to be leaving.”


  She rose, smiling. “You have been a most delightful guest,” she laughed. “I know I speak for Arthur as well as myself when I say I hope to see you again.”


  “I may take you up on that,” Brent said.


  Their forward progress was suddenly impeded as the elevator swung open to discharge a small bundle of screaming humanity. Dazed, Brent realized it was a young girl as she swept past. The child collapsed on Marie Di Costa’s shoulder, her golden hair shaking with muffled sobs. A plastic doll with a shattered head gave mute evidence of the source of the disturbance.


  Brent stood by self-consciously until the crying was soothed. Marie flashed him an understanding smile while she convinced the child at least to say hello to the visitor. He was rewarded with the sight of the red, tear-stained face.


  “Dotty, I want you to meet Mr. Dalgreen.”


  “How do you do, Mr. Dalgreen . . . but Mommy the boy stepped on the doll and he laughed when it broke and . . .” The thought was once again too much to bear—the tears began to course again through the well-used waterways.


  “Cheer up, Dotty. You wouldn’t want your father to see you like this,” Brent suggested.


  These seemingly innocent words, while having no affect on the little girl, had a marked affect on her mother. Her face whitened.


  “Arthur is not Dotty’s father, Mr. Dalgreen. You see, this is my second marriage. He . . . I mean we cannot have children.” She spoke the words as if they were a pain, heavy within her.


  Brent was slightly embarrassed—yet elated at the same time. This was the first crack in the facade of normality that concealed the occupants of the house. Her sudden change of expression could only mean that there was something troubling her—something he would give his last tube of oil paint to find out. Perhaps it wasn’t the secret hidden in the painting, but there must be a relationship somewhere. He was determined to search it out.


  Apartment lights were out all over the city, the daytime world was asleep. Brent stirred in the large chair and reached out for the glass of sparkling Burgundy that was slowly dying on the end table. A little flat—but still very good. It was one of the luxuries he allowed himself., A luxury that might really be called a necessity to one who lived by selling his emotional responses, translated into color.


  The wine was going flat, but the view of the city never would. New York, the eternal wonder city. The soft lights of his studio threw no reflections on the window, and his sight travelled easily over the architectural fairyland. Sparkling search-beams swept across the sky, throwing an occasional glint as they slid across a jetcar or a stratoplane. A thousand lights of a thousand hues twinkled in the city below. Even here on the one-hundred-eightieth floor he could hear the throbbing roar of its ceaseless activity. This was the foremost of the cities of man, yet somewhere in that city was a man who was . . . not quite human.


  Brent had the partial answer, he was sure of that. He had found the missing factor in one of his own paintings. It was the only one he was even slightly pleased with. He had turned it out in nine solid hours of work, one of the “dangerous exposures” the doctors talked about. He had it propped on the video console, a stark vista of Mare Imbrium in the afternoon—moon time. It was a canvas touched with the raw grandeur of eternal space. It had a burning quality that reacted on human-sight. An alien landscape seen through a human eye. Just as the Di Costa canvases were human scenes seen through a different eye. Perhaps not totally foreign to earth—they weren’t that obvious. Now that he understood, though, the influence was unmistakable.


  He also had substantiating evidence. The Law was the Law and genes would always be genes. Man and ape are warm-blooded mammals, close relatives among the anthropoids. Yet even with this close heritage, there could be no interbreeding. Offspring were out of the question; they were a genetic impossibility.


  It followed that alienness meant just that. A man who wasn’t Man—homo sapiens—could never have children with a human wife. Marie Di Costa was human, and had a real tear-soaked human daughter to prove it. Arthur Di Costa had no children.


  Brent pressed the window release and it sank into the casement with a soft sigh. The city noises washed in along with the fresh smell of growing things. The light breeze carried the fragrance in from the Jersey woodlands. It seemed a little out of place here above the gleaming city.


  Leaning out slightly, he could see the moon riding through the thin clouds and the morning star, Venus, just clearing the eastern horizon. He had been there on the moon. He had watched them assembling the first Venus rocket. Man, the erect biped, was the only sentient life form he had ever seen. If there were others, they were still out there among the stars. All, that is, except one . . . or could there possibly be others here on Earth?


  This was useless thinking though. Don’t invent more monsters until you’ve caught your first. A night’s sleep first. After that, he could start setting his traps out tomorrow.


  For the tenth time, Brent threw a half-eaten candy bar into the receptacle and started down the street. Being a private eye was so easy in the teleshows—but how different the reality was! He had been shadowing Arthur Di Costa for three days now, and it was ruining his digestion. Whenever his quarry stopped, he stopped—often on the crowded city, streets. Loitering was too obvious, so he found himself constantly involved with the vending machines that lined the streets. The news sheets were easily thrown away, but he felt obliged at least to sample the candy bars.


  Di Costa was just stepping onto the Fifth Avenue walkway. Brent got on a few hundred feet behind him. They rolled slowly uptown at the standard fifteen miles per hour. As the walkway crossed Fifty-Seventh Street, a small man in a black and gold business suit stepped briskly onto it. Brent noticed him only when he stopped next to Di Costa and tapped him on the shoulder. Di Costa turned with a smile—which changed slowly into a puzzled expression.


  The little man handed what appeared to be a folded piece of paper to the surprised painter. Before Di Costa could say anything, the man stepped off the walkway onto a safety platform. With a quick movement, surprising in a man of his chunky build, he vaulted the guard barrier and stepped onto the downtown walkway.


  Brent could only stare open-mouthed as the black figure swept by him and was lost in the crowds. Surprised by the entire action, he turned back to find Di Costa staring directly into his eyes!


  Whatever course of action he might have considered was lost. Di Costa took the initiative. He smiled and waved. Brent could hear his voice faintly through the street noises.


  “Mr. Dalgreen, over here!”


  Brent waved back and did the only thing possible. As he walked slowly forward he saw that Di Costa’s curiosity had gotten the better of him. Brent watched him open the note, read it—and change suddenly. The man’s arm dropped to his side, his body stiffened. Staring straight ahead, he stood on the walkway, eyes fixed and as full as a Roman portrait bust.


  Dalgreen hurried toward the man. Events were going too fast. He had more than a. suspicion that the note and the short man were somehow connected with the secret of the paintings. He stepped forward.


  The man stared ahead, unseeing and unhearing. Brent felt justified in removing the mysterious note from between his fingers. One side was blank, but the other contained a single illegible character—queer sign made up of flowing curves crossed by choppy green lines. It resembled nothing Brent had ever seen in his entire life.


  They rode uptown side by side. Brent leaned on the railing while Di Costa remained fixed in his strange trance. The note in Brent’s hand was tangible evidence that his suspicions had some basis in fact. As he examined it again, he was aware of an undefinable tingling in his hand. The note seemed to be vibrating, shaking free from his hand in some unknown way. Under, his startled gaze it glowed suddenly.—and disappeared! One instant he had held it, the next his hand was empty.


  He leaped back in surprise—passing through the space formerly occupied by Di Costa. Gone—while he had been studying the note! Leaning over the rail he had a quick glimpse of the stiff figure entering the Central Park Skyport. Cursing himself for his stupidity, Brent changed lanes and raced back to the Skyport entrance.


  His luck still held. Di Costa was on the outgoing air cab line. It would take him at least ten minutes to get a cab this time of day. With a little speed and a few greased palms Brent could rent a Fly-Your-Own before the other man was airborne.


  Shortly after, the orange and black cab flashed up from the take-off circle followed closely by Brent’s blue helio. The two aircraft flew north and vanished in the distance over the Hudson.


  The air cab stayed at the 10,000 foot level. Brent cruised at 8,000, lagging slightly behind, keeping in the blind spot of the other ship. The entire affair was moving too fast for his peace of mind. He had the feeling that he was no longer a free agent, that he was being pushed into things before he decided for himself.


  He suddenly felt elated. The strange symbol on the note, the note that disappeared in such an inexplicable fashion, proved the existence of alien hidden forces. Every mile that rushed under his plane brought him closer to the answer. He didn’t fear death—it was no longer a stranger to him. The moments of time left to him might be made more satisfactory if he ferreted out this secret. He smiled to himself.


  Fifteen minutes later the two ships grounded at the Municipal Skyport in Poughkeepsie. Brent parked the ship and followed his quarry down to the street level. Except for a certain stiffness in his movements, Di Costa seemed normal. He walked quickly and turned into an office building before Brent could catch up with him.


  Throwing discretion aside, Brent broke into a run. He turned into the lobby just as the elevator door closed. He pressed the call button but the car continued to rise. The indicator stopped at four, then slowly sank down again.


  He was too close to the end to even consider stopping now. He stepped into the self-service elevator and pressed four. The door closed and the car began to . . . descend!


  With the realization that he was trapped came the knowledge that there was very little he could do about it. Just wait and see who—or what—might be outside the car when the door opened!


  The elevator dropped down to a level that must have been far beneath the basement floor. The door slid slowly back.


  The room was not what he had expected. Not that he had any idea of what there would be; it was just—just that this room was so ordinary!


  Ordinary—except for the side wall. That was an impossibility. It was a glass wall looking into a vast tank of swirling water—only there was no glass! It was the surface of the ocean standing on its side. He felt himself drawn into it, falling into it.


  The sensation vanished as the wall suddenly turned jet black. He became aware for the first time that he wasn’t alone in the room. There was a girl behind a chrome desk. A lovely girl with straight bronze hair and green eyes.


  “An untrained person shouldn’t watch that machine, Mr. Dalgreen; it has a negative effect on the mind. Won’t you please step in?”


  His jaw dropped. “How do you know my name? Who are you? What is this pl . . .”


  “If you’ll be seated, I’ll be with you in a moment.”


  Brent saw that the elevator would stay here until he got out. He stepped into the room, and the door sliding shut behind him didn’t help his morale any. He was into it up to his neck, and the other team had taken complete charge. He sat.


  The redhead pulled the sheet of paper out of her typewriter and pushed it into the strange wall. It once more had the undersea look. Brent kept his eyes averted until she turned to him with a slight frown furrowing her forehead.


  “You have been very interested in Arthur Di Costa’s activities, Mr. Dalgreen. Perhaps there are some questions you would like to ask me?”


  “That, lady, is the world’s best understatement! Just what


  happened to him today . . . and what is this place?”


  She leaned forward and pointed. “You’re responsible for Mr. Di Costa’s visit here today. You were observed following him, so we brought him in, in the hope that you would come also. The message he received was a code word designed to trigger an automatic response planted in his mind. He came directly here, controlled by the posthypnotic suggestion.”


  “But the note,” he exclaimed.


  “A simple matter! It was written on a material made entirely of separate molecules. A small charge of energy held them together for a brief period of time. The charge leaked out and the material merely separated into its constituent molecules.”


  The utter impossibility of the situation was striking home. The evidences of a superior culture were unmistakable. These people were his . . .


  “Aliens, Mr. Dalgreen—I suppose you could call us that. Yes, I can read your mind quite clearly. That is why you are here today. A thought receiver in Arthur Di Costa’s study informed us of your suspicions when you first walked in. We have been following you ever since, arranging your visit here.


  “I’ll tell you what I can, Mr. Dalgreen. We are not of Earth, in fact, we come from beyond your solar system. This office is, to be very frank, the outpatient ward of a sanitarium!”


  “Sanitarium!” Brent shouted. “This is the office only . . . then where is the sanitarium?”


  The girl twirled her pencil slowly, her piercing stare seeming to penetrate his eyes—into his brain.


  “The entire Earth is our sanitarium. Mixed in with your population are a great number of our mentally ill.”


  The floor seemed to tilt under Brent’s feet. He clutched the edge of the desk. “Then Di Costa must be one of your outpatients. Is he insane?”


  The girl spoke quietly. “Not insane in the strictest sense of the word. He is congenitally feeble-minded; his case is incurable.”


  Brent thought of the brilliant Di Costa as a moron, and the inference shook his mind. “That means that the average I.Q. of your race must be . . .”


  “Beyond your powers of comprehension,” she said. “To your people Di Costa is normal, really far above average.


  “On his home planet he was not bright enough to take his place in that highly integrated society. He became a ward of the state. His body was altered to be an exact duplicate of homo sapiens. We gave him a new body and a new personality—but we could not change his basic intelligence. That is why he is here on Earth, a square peg in a square hole.


  “Di Costa spent his childhood on his home planet, living in an ‘alien’ environment. These first impressions drive deep into the subconscious, you know. His new personality has no awareness of them—but they are there, nonetheless. When he is painting, these same impressions by-pass his conscious mind and operate directly on his thalamus. It takes a keen eye to detect their effect on the final work. May I congratulate you, Mr. Dalgreen?”


  Brent smiled ruefully, “I’m a little sorry now that I did. What are your plans for me? I imagine they don’t include a return to my earthly ‘asylum’ ?”


  The girl folded her hands in her lap. She looked down at them as if not wanting to look Brent in the eye when she made her next statement. However, he wasn’t waiting for it. If he could overpower the girl, he might find the elevator control—any chance was worth taking. He tensed his muscles and jumped.


  A wave of pain swept through his body. Another mind—strong beyond comparison—was controlling his body!


  Every muscle jerked with spasmodic activity, halting his plunge in mid-air. Crashing to the desk he lay unmoving; every muscle ached with the fierce alien control. The redhead looked up—eyes blazing with the strength she had so suddenly revealed.


  “Never underestimate your opponent, Brent Dalgreen. I adopted the earthly form of a woman for just this reason. I find your people much easier to handle. They never suspect that I am . . . more than what they see. I will release your mind from my control, but please don’t force me to resume it.”


  Brent sank to the floor, his heart pumping wildly, his body vibrating from the unnatural spasm.


  “I am the director of this . . . sanitarium, so you see I have no desire to have our work exposed to the prying eyes of your government. I shall have to have you disposed of.”


  Brent controlled his breathing enough to allow him to speak. “You . . . intend to . . . kill me then?”


  “Not at all Mr.-Dalgreen, our philosophy forbids killing except for the most humane reasons. Your physical body will be changed to conform to the environment of another of our sanitarium planets. We will of course remove all the radiation damage. You can look forward to a long and interesting life. If you agree to cooperate you will be allowed to keep your present personality.”


  “What kind of a planet is it?” Brent asked hurriedly. He realized from the girl’s tones that the interview was almost at an end.


  “Quite different from this one. It is a very dense planet with a chlorine atmosphere.” She pressed a stud on her desk and turned back to her typewriter.


  Brent had a last, ragged thought as unconsciousness overcame him. He was going to live . . . and work . . . and there must be some fine greens to paint on a chlorine planet . . .
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