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  Dynamic Science Fiction was a pulp science ficiton magazine which published six issues from December 1952 to January 1954. It was a companion to Future Science Fiction, and like that magazine was edited by Robert W. Lowndes.


  Silberkleit initially paid reasonably good rates, and Lowndes was able to obtain some good quality material. In mid-1953 Silberkleit cut rates and slowed down payment to contributors as a result of falling circulation. By this time Silberkleit was experimenting with the digest format for Science Fiction Stories, and he soon cancelled Dynamic Science Fiction.


  Dynamic Science Fiction was launched at the end of the pulp era, which remained in pulp format throughout its run. It was priced at 25 cents throughout, and was 128 pages for the first four issues, and 96 pages for the last two.
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  December 1952


  I Am Tomorrow


  Lester del Rey


  His dream was to give; people freedom—not to hand it to them on a platter, but give them the one weapon they needed to win it for themselves, Bui to do this, Thomas Blake had to get into a position of power, had to obtain the Presidency. That was his only motive for his ambition, But, as his aide, Gideon Pierce, said, “. . . once you have the power, and somebody bucks you—you know what will happen!” It wouldn’t happen, Blake swore—but would it, after all?


  1


  IDIOCY wrenched at the mind of Thomas Blake; the television cameras, the fine old mansion, the people cheering, all seemed to vanish into a blankness. His mind was suddenly alien to his brain, his thoughts twisting against a weight of absolute blankness that resisted, with a fierce impulse to live. Before him, light seemed to lash down; and a grim, expressionless face swam out of nothing, while an old man’s voice dinned in ears that were curiously not his.


  It passed, almost at once, leaving only the sureness that this was more than fancy. Blake caught a quick view of himself in a monitor, spotting the sagging muscles of his face, and carrying them back to a smile. His eyes darted to the face of Gideon Pierce, and he saw that the slip could only have been momentary; his campaign-manager was still smiling the too-warm smile of a professional politician, creasing his fat jowls into false pleasantness.


  The shouting behind him caught Blake’s ears then, making him realize that his short speech was ended. He stood there, studying himself in the monitor. He was still lean and trim at forty, with the finest camera face in politics. To the women, he had looked like a man who was still boyish; to the men, like a man among men. And none of that had hurt, though it wasn’t the only reason he had just been conceded victory as the youngest governor of the state, on his first entry into politics.


  But under his attempt to appraise himself, Blake’s mind was still trembling as if huddled down into the familiar pattern of his physical brain. Mice, with icy feet, sneaked up his backbone, and centipedes with hot claws crawled down. No man can ever feel another brain—and yet Blake had just experienced that very feeling—contact with a vague, mindless, inchoate brain that no dream, or attack of nerves, could have conjured up for him.


  He reached for a glass of Chablis and downed it at a sudden gulp, before the wash of congratulatory handclasps could reach him. Gideon Pierce suddenly snapped to life and was at his side, sensitive to every deviation from the normal, “Nerves, Tom?”


  Blake nodded “Excitement, I guess.”


  “Go on up, then; I’ll take care of them here.”


  For a second, Blake almost liked the man, hollow though he knew Gideon to be. He let Pierce clear the way for him, not even listening to the man’s explanations, and slipped out. Blake’s room was on the fourth floor, where he had grown up as a boy, but with a private entrance and stairs that were a later addition. He slipped up to its quiet simplicity; there, in the soft light, with the big logs burning down to coals in the fireplace, seated in his worn leather chair before his desk, he should have been safe from anything.


  He should have—but the wrenching came again. There was no light this time, but the same voice was droning frantically in the distance; and again he felt the touch of a brain, filled with stark idiocy, fighting to drive him out of its alien cells. He was aware of a difference this time, though—a coarser, cruder brain, filled with endocrine rage in spite of its lack of thought. It fought, and won, and Blake was suddenly back in his room.


  For a second, his senses threatened to crack under hysteria, but he caught them up. In the small bathroom, he found a four-year-old box of barbiturates and swallowed two of them. He knew they wouldn’t work for minutes, but the psychological relief of taking them meant something.


  The idea of a strange attack on him hit Blake; at once, his fingers flew out to a knob on the desk, pressing it in a secret combination. A concealed drawer slipped out, and he grabbed at the papers inside—they were all there. His brother, James, had spent ten years—and fifty million dollars, that had bankrupt and killed him, to get a few diagrams and instructions onto these papers.


  Silas McKinley had postulated that some form of military absolutism was inevitable when the greatest weapons of the time required great means to use them—as had the phalanx, the highly-trained Roman Legion, the heavy equipment of feudal knights, or the atomic bombs, planes, and tanks of modern war. Contrariwise, when the major weapons could be owned and used by the general citizenry, then reasonably-peaceful democracy must result, as it had from the colonial muskets of the 18th Century, and would do from the use of James Blake’s seemingly-impossible accomplishment.


  Unless, Tom added to himself, it could be suppressed. Stealing the papers wouldn’t be enough for that; he had them all completely memorized. He managed to grin at his fear, and closed the drawer, just as a knock sounded and Gideon Pierce came in.


  WATCHING the man’s public mask slip off and reveal a cynical, old face did more to stabilize Blake’s emotions than any amount of barbiturates could have done. He motioned to another chair and poured whiskey and soda into a glass, adding ice from the small freezer in the little bar. “Rough down there?”


  The older man shook his head. “No—not after we knew you won; I’m used to celebrations. But—my God, Tom—the last month—the way you were going, you didn’t have a chance! Getting the nomination was miracle enough—you had no business winning with the stuff you were handing out! It’s all right to promise things—but you have to be realistic about even that! When you can’t deliver . . .”


  “I’ll deliver,” Blake told him. “I’ve always delivered on everything I ever said I’d do; and I’ve always tried to give them what they really wanted.


  Now I want something—and they give it to me. The old principle, Gideon—cast thy bread upon the water and it shall return after many days.”


  “Yeah—soggy!” Pierce swirled the drink in his mouth and swallowed it without tasting it. “So what do you get out of it, if you do manage to keep some of your promises?”


  Insanity, maybe, Blake thought, remembering the mind-wrenching; then he thrust it down. “I get to be President—where I can really do some good; where I can give them decent, honest, democratic peace and self-respect.”


  “Sure.” Pierce dragged out a cigar and began chewing on it, shaking his head. “Tom, I’m beginning to believe you mean it. If you do, take the advice of a man who has been around longer; get out of politics! It’s no place for you. You’re too naive—too filled with bright ideals that are one hundred percent right—except that they neglect human nature. You’ll find even the President has opposition, boy; once you have the power and somebody bucks you, well—well, you’ve seen it happen. And you get bitter. I was full of noble thoughts once myself; take a look at what you see on my face now. You don’t belong in this racket.”


  Blake held out a lighter to the other, grinning. “They told me I didn’t belong in the newspaper-business, Gideon. When I inherited my foster-father’s string of yellow, warmongering journals and decided to build them into the honest, fighting group they are now, they told me I’d go broke. I doubled the circulation.”


  “Yeah—and probably convinced a few thousand voters to change their ideas—until they voted; then they cast their ballot for favors, and with the same selfish reasons they’d had before. You’re as hopeless as your brother James, burning himself out and wasting a fortune on a perpetual-motion machine. But you’re going to break my heart when you find out the facts. Oh, hell! Good night, Governor!”


  Pierce got up and went out, grumbling before Tom could sputter the words that came to his lips. Then he shrugged; James Blake had’ deliberately built up a reputation as a crackpot while he went ahead turning a gadget out of the wildest of science-fiction speculations into reality. He’d developed a hand-weapon which was equal to a cannon, for offense, and simultaneously protected the user from anything up to the blast of a hydrogen bomb.


  And now it was up to Tom Blake to get to a position where he could have this weapon produced in quantity, and released before it could be suppressed. As President, there would be ways he could do that; with it would come an end to war, once and for all, and the genuine equality of all men. Maybe this was idealism, perhaps even naive—but the Blakes got what they wanted.


  He started to undress, and then flopped down on the bed with half his clothes on. It had been a hard day, and those two attacks hadn’t helped any; they must have been caused by nervous strain, he thought . . . and knew he was only trying to deceive himself. But the barbiturates were working, finally, bringing a cloudy euphoria that kept him from pursuing his doubts.


  He was reaching up for the light-switch when the third attack came.


  2


  THIS TIME, it was different; the first ones had been mere feelers; now the attack on his mental stability had the sure drive of power and firmness behind it.


  The euphoria vanished, as if Blake’s thoughts no longer had any relation to his body—which seemed to be the case. He tried to see, and found that there was jet darkness around him. He could no longer feel his arm raised toward the switch—though he was sure he hadn’t dropped it, and that the light must still be on. There was no feeling of any kind.


  That was wrong, though; he could feel a pull, but it bore no relation to anything he had experienced before, except in the two previous fantasies. It was as if immaterial tongs had clasped his thoughts and were lifting them, delicately, but with all the power of the universe. There was a snapping, and then only a wild, confused feeling of transition.


  Everything seemed slower than before. Now the pressure guided him toward something—and there was a resistance which the guiding force could overcome only partially. Streamers of emotion shot out at him—and his own wild desire for a locus and a point of stability met them and clashed in something which managed to be agonizingly painful, yet without sensation!


  Idiocy again!


  The brain set against Blake’s own mind resisted without thought, without the slightest trace of knowledge. He could sense the wild frenzy with which it collected data as it went and tried to. find answers that were not there. Something that might have been a soundless scream of desperation went up from it, as the force guiding Blake managed to press it aside.


  Blake felt the probing brain wrenched more wildly than he himself had been handled; again, there was a feeling of something snapping. Beside him, something tried to maintain itself, but without enough individuality to hold; it began drifting into nothing, and then was gone. But where it had been, was a suction that dragged him toward it.


  He settled suddenly, feeling the alienness of a new location. It wasn’t either of the two other places where he had been—this was new. There was nothing here to contest with him for his place, but something tried to erase him into the emptiness that had been the idiot-thing before him. From somewhere outside, force and pressure seemed to descend, to mold Blake’s new haven into the patterns of his thoughts, and make it accept him. The effort of holding his own, where he himself was still alien, became less; but it now fitted his mind. It was cramped, and without the warmth of his own body, but he was physically alive again.


  The pressure vanished, and he relaxed back on the bed suddenly.


  But this wasn’t Tom Blake’s own bed, any more than it was his own body. This was a hard pad under him, in place of the foam-rubber cushion—and this new body seemed to be quite unmindful of the bumpiness, which his own body would have found intolerable.


  Blake shook himself, chasing away the final stages of the fantasy this had to be. He was probably half-asleep, which made this one last longer; if he opened his eyes . . .


  They seemed to work with difficulty, but they came open finally, to show the contour of a body under a dingy, grey sheet—something that must have been black, before it faded. Blake moved his hand, glancing at it. His eyes focussed slowly on a heavy, muscular arm, deep-brown from sun and wind, that ended in a hand covered with hair, and Jacking a finger.


  Blake tried to scream. He was hysterical inside, but no sound carne out; the lack of physical response struck him like a second blow, snapping him out of it.


  He wasn’t in his own body, and this wasn’t a dream. Somehow, something had picked up his thoughts and memories and planted them in the skull of an entirely different man. It couldn’t be done, but Blake was here to prove it.


  “Magic,” came the memory of his brother’s words from their adolescence, “does not exist. It is only a distortion of what could be scientific facts, if properly understood. If poltergeists exist, then accept them, but remember they’re natural phenomena obeying natural principles we don’t fully understand. That’s science.”


  BLAKE CLUTCHED at the idea.


  Nobody had conjured him here, wherever here was; it was the work of intelligence, operating with natural laws—and that could never he fully horrible. He was only feeling horror because the cave-beast that feared the dark was part of his emotional and environmental heritage.


  He put the cave-beast down enough to try to find where “here” was.


  He found that his head was strapped down, and that webbing under the sheet restrained his new body. Inability to move more than his eyes limited his view to one end of this room. He could see monotracks over his head, with great machines that might have been anything from lamps, to over-sized routers sliding along them, under the cold glare of fluorescent tubes. The wall ahead of him was a featureless grey; the floor was out of his view. And along the wall was a single bench, covered with cots, each holding a body strapped down as Blake’s was. Their heads were clamped, hiding them from him; but he could see that each had a hairy hand outside the sheet, and that all the bodies were about the same height and build—fairly tall, and uniformly solid in build. He supposed he fitted the same description, since there was so much uniformity.


  As he watched, the machines travelled down the track, stopping in clusters over a few heads at a time, while odd lights glowed, and a whirring sound came from them. From each man under a cluster of machines, there would be a mutter, then a prolonged groan . . . and silence, until the machines moved on.


  It wasn’t an inspiring view, and it told Blake almost nothing. He seemed to have seen bits of it before in his first attack, but he couldn’t be sure.


  As he watched, a door opened in the wall, and a man came through, dressed in a smock that fell to the floor and was of shiny black material. He was tall and thin but wideshouldered, with a face that was frozen into complete lack of expression. A chill shuddered through Blake; this was the same face he’d first seen. Then, somehow, even that bit of familiarity made it easier to take.


  He wasn’t surprised to hear a mutter in the voice of an old man. It was a complaining sound, ending in a sharp question.


  The smocked man shrugged. “I know, Excellency, but we’re beyond even the borderland of familiar science here. If it works, it will be a miracle. I told you that then, and I still say it. Once we catch him, we can erase him. But the problem is to catch him—on fancy guesswork as to just what mind-pattern we’re looking for, way back then.”


  “Something worked before.” The figure coming through the door now looked at the rows of men, with a sharpness oddly in contrast with the voice. He was of indeterminate age—somewhere between sixty and eighty, Blake thought. But his body was reasonably straight, and with none of the fat or guantness most older men have. His hair was steel grey—just a shade darker than the soft grey uniform he wore—and his movements were seemingly easy and sure. His face was handsome except for the expression there. The mouth was too straight, the eyes too cynical—and over the aura of power was a hint of repressed but seething fear, He coughed, and turned to the nearer group of figures on the cots. His voice suddenly lost its touch of tremor, and became the firm, modulated tones of a trained speaker. “Well, don’t you think it’s time you asked where you are, young man?” he asked.


  The nearer figure struggled to sit upright. “Wahnsinnigkeit! Uni Gottes Witten, wenn ich nur frei waehre . . .”


  “German,” the man in the black smock said. “And you don’t speak it.”


  “Never learned it,” the older man agreed. He looked down the line, started toward another, and then shrugged; a sudden smile flashed over his face. “Tom Blake, you’re the man we want; are you here?”


  “Here!” The word ripped out of Blake with an explosive force of its own, while all his uncertainties gathered themselves together in expectation of the explanation that would now mercifully be forthcoming.


  The other man beamed. “Good, Tom! Remember the desk combination? We have to be sure.” His voice was almost young now.


  “Right in, left in, left out, twice left,” Blake repeated.


  “That’s it!” The old man beamed again, and was still smiling as he turned to the man in the black smock. “Okay, Sarnoff. Burn out his brain—and do a good job of it, because I’m watching!”
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  BLAKE screamed as the machines suddenly swooped over him, and one began droning again. He had no way of knowing what it would do—but the result was obvious from the shouted words. Sarnoff climbed up and inspected it, giving it a sudden test. Something in Blake’s mind slithered, and the force of the alienness grew stronger.


  “Pure luck,” Sarnoff said, his voice as emotionless as his expression. “Even with what we had to work with, guessing his resonant frequency range was just good luck. I didn’t even know whether we could reach back forty years into the past. Excellency, I deserve that bonus—but chance deserves a bigger one.”


  “You’ll get your bonus,” the older man agreed, and some of the age crept back into his speech. “Double it. We’ve got his mind matrix here—here where we can work on it with the burner; that’s all I care about. I want it eliminated permanently, Sarnoff!”


  The other nodded. The machine began to purr again, and Blake felt another scream come to his lips, and freeze there. Forty years into the future—to be eliminated! It wasn’t science or magic—it was simply horror. There was no purpose . . . no right . . . no . . .


  The slithering began in his brain again. This wasn’t the same as the previous force; it was an erasing of himself. Tom Blake’s memories began to blur, beginning with the earliest ones. His foster-father suddenly stepped before his mental eye, chuckling at a successful creation of trouble at a disputed border that would be constant headlines for his papers. Then he foster-father was gone, and Blake had no memory of anything before the age of ten.


  His brother . . . what had his brother said? Funny, how he’d ever gotten the chain of newspapers? Someone must have given them to Tom. Then the election was gone, and all he had heard here.


  He lay staring up at the pretty lights that glistened in the machine. A dim consciousness of self was left, but it seemed to be half outside his head—as if a funny part of him were trying to pull away and go back somewhere. He had no words, nor could he understand the words that were said in front of him.


  His eyes moved whenever sudden motion brought them around by catching their attention. But it was all something interesting in a purely sensory way. He saw Sarnoff test him; he lay for hours in a big room with other bodies that stirred senselessly. He felt them carry him to a truck and place him inside. The motion of the truck was scarey and exciting at first, but he went to sleep soon after. His bodily functions woke him, just as the truck came to a sudden halt and other men climbed into it and began carting the drooling creatures with him away somewhere. But then he went to sleep again.


  Far away, a part of himself as bereft of words as Tom was, began to cry unhappily, as if conscious that this was wrong. But it didn’t waken him.


  There were the beginnings of words again, when he finally did begin to come out of his sleep. Slow, bit by tedious part, his mind seemed to be reaching back to its dimmest recesses and pulling facts up for him. Sometimes “whole chains of thought would pop into his mind and fade back into his permanent memory. Again, it would take what seemed like years of concentration to root out one totally unimportant thing.


  Blake was delighted when he discovered who he was. He mouthed his name to himself, soundlessly. The motion brought some attention; a sharp prick that he somehow identified as a hypodermic needle was thrust into his arm.


  “Go to sleep,” a soft voice whispered. “Sleep, Jed. We need you whole, and you’ll come back better if you don’t try too hard. That’s it, honey!”


  BLAKE WAS himself when he wakened—or rather, that other body with its alien brain which somehow had become himself. He was in a basement, from the smell and the dampness; lying on a cot across the dimly-lighted room from a small, crude machine that resembled one he had seen in Sarnoff’s place. Another of the men who had been on one of Sarnoff’s cots sat near him, watching doubtfully, with some kind of a gun in his hand. And beside him, leaning over to kiss him as he opened his eves, was a girl with an intense, half-pretty face and eyes that could have drawn the damned from Hell straight through the pearly gates.


  She held him, moaning softly against him as her lips burned on his. Blake wanted to push her aside for a moment, but the body and brain in which he now lived had a warmer endocrine balance than his own. Desire washed over him, yet with a strange mingling of gentleness and protective instinct. She drew away at last, her eyes misty and shining. “Jed! Oh, Jed.”


  From the other cot, the man chuckled. “Give him a chance, Sherry! The guy’s been through plenty—I know!”


  She blushed, and dropped her eyes. Blake’s mind jerked at the archaic behavior. He studied her more carefully, waiting for hints from them. Obviously, they knew him as the person who had formerly inhabited this body. But beyond that, he had no clues.


  Sherry was dressed in a dress that touched the floor and came high on her throat. Even the sleeves were fastened at her wrists. She blushed again, as he watched, and tried to pull the hem of the skirt—or rather, the floor-length, balooning jodhpurs—down over a toe that was showing. “Jed!” she breathed indignantly. “Not here!”


  The man chuckled again, not too nicely, and gave up trying to see the whole of the girl’s shoe. He came over to drop on the cot beside Blake, tossing the gun at him. “Here, Jed, you’ll need your statidyne. Lucky for you you’d had a light dose of mind-burning before; they really gave you the works that time. We thought there wasn’t a trace of a memory left in your head, but Mark swore the brain can’t be washed completely a second time. We put you under his restorer, on a chance—and here you are, good as new.”


  “Not quite.” Blake knew he couldn’t stay silent for ever, and a little truth might help. “I’m not quite the same. I . . .”


  “Blank spots!” Sherry moaned it. “We had them with Herman, too. . . . Rufe, can we put him back under the restorer?”


  “Mark said he’d gone as far as he could,” Rufe told her. “Jed, what’s missing. The last few years? After you joined the movement, or before?”


  “Not after, Jed,” Sherry begged. But Blake nodded slowly.


  Rufe motioned Sherry out. “This is going to be rough,” he warned her. “No stuff for mixed company when we talk about him in a hurry. Even if you have been married three years.”


  She kissed Blake quickly, while he absorbed the fact that he was now officially married, and then she slipped out after an elaborate examination through small cracks in a doorway. Rufe came closer, squatting down.


  RUFE’S TALK was a quick summary of why Blake had apparently joined a rebel movement against the dictator this world seemed to have. It was old stuff to anyone who had grown up in a world where Hitler and Mussolini had been daily fare in the papers, with only a personal element added. The Bigshot—obviously a swearword now—had taken over slowly, always with the velvet glove over the steel fist. He’d apparently had some sort of invincible weapon, since he’d united the whole world under his heel.


  Then he’d begun reforming it.


  Criminals first—and then non-conformists had been treated to progressively more severe erasure of all memory and personality. The unfit had been sterilized. All labor had been handled through the State; all profits were “equalized”, and the Iron Guard had grown up. using weapons that could not be overcome. Finally, the mind-burning and sterilization had gotten out of hand; complaints had added up until the rebels began to sprout under every tree—as Blake found he had rebelled after being pronounced unsafe, and receiving sterilization. Twice, they had tried to revolt, and twice they had been battered down. Now the third try was due. without any better chance against the invincible Bigshot.


  But they had discovered from Mark, the spy in Sarnoff’s laboratory who had built their restorer, that there was less time than they thought. A new rejuvenation-treatment had been found: in two weeks the eighty-year old dictator would be restored to something like forty. From his meaningless gabble with Blake, in Sarnoff’s laboratory. Rufe was sure the man was row in his dotage: however, there wouldn’t be any chance against him after he was restored to his age of greatest vigor.


  “Playing jokes like that,” Rufe finished, shaking his head. “Used to burn us quick, but now he’s making a big game of it. drat—no, by golly, darn him! You rest up a couple-days, Jed. We’re going to need you.”


  Blake didn’t try to press Rate for more details; this was an old, familiar story in history, even though it seemed to be a burning new one to Rufe. But it puzzled Blake—here was exactly the events which he was hoping to end with his brother’s weapon. He protested weakly. “I’m not that important to you, Rufe.”


  “You’re not! You don’t think they pulled a broad-daylight rescue for me, do you? No sir! Another week, when we get that entrance blasted, you’re going to be the man of the hour—the man who can outshoot all of us, that’s who. We can’t go without our head executioner can we? Jed, when you get Mr. Bigshot Thomas Blake in your sights I’d . . . Hey what’s wrong?”


  “Nothing,” Blake managed.


  But Rufe was already leaving. “I talk too much when you need sleep. You rest up, Jed, and I’ll see you later.”
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  BLAKE SAT rigidly, trying to fit it into his knowledge, and finding it an indigestible lump. For minutes, he tried to convince himself he was suffering from delusions—but that explanation required such a degree of insanity that the question of “reality” wouldn’t matter at all; he rejected it.


  Blake decided to see what sort of order he could make by accepting these events and objects at their face-value.


  There was a sort of pattern. Someone had taken the trouble to fish Tom Blake’s mind up through forty years, in the hope of eliminating it. That “someone” was Sarnoff, and Sarnoff was obviously working for—for the Bigshot; then the man behind what had happened to Tom Blake had to be Tom Blake himself, as he was in this later age—or, perhaps, someone near the throne who regarded the Blake of forty years ago a menace to the Blake of “now”. Then, because of this man Mark, he—the younger Blake—had been saved, simply because the body in which the younger Blake’s consciousness rested was the body of one of the rebels’ chief tools.


  Blake remembered a phrase he’d often heard, “A is not A”; here was an example of it, and with a vengeance!


  Somehow, on all sides, he—young Tom Blake as he now was beginning to think of himself—was supposed to be a menace to his later self. Tom Blake A was presently embroiled in a war—a “future” war—where his “sole purpose was to kill off Tom Blake N—the product of forty years of Tom Blake A’s living.


  He wanted to reject the proposition; he rebelled against it; every reaction shouted “I am I; I am Tom Blake; I won’t change!”


  He put it into the back of his mind, as he had learned slowly to do with things that had no seeming answer, afraid to touch it further—consciously, at least. He picked up the gun Rufe had left him, and began examining it. A hinge on tire top of the plastic case caught his eye, and a second later the case lay open.


  It was the gun James Blake had invented—the gun that was supposed to end all strife, prevent war, and bring in eternal democracy!


  Then Tom shook his head; this was only part of that gun. The original invention, which had taken years of work by “geniuses” under the “supergenius” leadership of James, was simply a selective stasis field. It surrounded a man with a bubble of force—or lack of force, depending on how you phrased it; that bubble was carefully adjusted on several levels, so that nothing material beyond a certain low speed, and no energy-particle beyond a certain level of energy, could travel through it. The further from the limits, the greater the resistance, on an asymptotic curve. Light could pass; soft x-rays were slowed and worked down to safe limits; gamma radiation was bounced back. Or, while something travelling only a few miles an hour, up to about fifty, met almost no opposition, anything having the speed of a bullet, or that of a concussion-wave from a bomb met an impregnable wall.


  But all that was missing from this gun. There was only the offensive force—a simple means of projecting a beam of that static force at a variable speed, so that whatever it hit seemed to be moving toward it. At tow speeds, it could knock over or stun; at light speed, it could blast a hole through a mountain, with absolutely no reaction against the user’s hand. Theoretically, its range, was infinite, limited only by the fact it travelled in a straight line. Since it wasn’t a true force, it actually required almost no energy, and could run for years off a tiny dry-cell.


  On the back was stamped the serial number—a figure over forty billion—and the price—two dollars! Obviously, James’ weapon was being used generally, but not as it had been intended; apparently only the Iron Guard had the whole mechanism—if anyone had.


  Damn the dictator who could pervert it to such use!


  TOM BLAKE stopped, realizing he was damning himself; it made less sense than ever. Ail the rest of the indictment against the Bigshot had more sides; there was justification for erasing the brains of criminals and for sterilizing the unfit—and he had heard only one side, which might actually be a criminal side. The uniting of the world under one rule was something he had long dreamed of, and was certainly justified.


  But such perversion of the weapon was another matter; it was something Blake felt he could never rationalize to himself, even if he lived to he a hundred.


  And the morality bothered -him. Obviously, prudery had been reintroduced, and carried to an extreme. He’d been puzzling over it, without too much success. For an absolute ruler, it might have its advantages; it would both serve to occupy a good deal of time and thought, on the part of the masses, and impose limits on them, which the ruler would not necessarily be compelled to admit for himself. It would make them more subservient to authority. But it wasn’t the move of a man who wanted to improve the world.


  Sherry came in, then, as if to prove his point. She drew a cot up beside him and lay down, fully clothed. He noticed that her garments were fastened with a great many buttons, and without a zipper anywhere. His down clothes, when he looked, were as intricately fastened.


  “Jed,” she whispered. “Jed, I’m sorry I—I kissed you—in front of Rufe. I’m so ashamed!”


  He reached out a reassuring hand, flame leaping up in his body again. There was something about her eyes and the way she avoided showing even a trace of her feet; and wrists . . .


  She caught his hand then jerked her own back. “Jed—not here. Someone might come in!”


  Someone did, shortly after she fell asleep, while Blake was still twisting and turning in his own mind—if even his mind was still his own. He pretended sleep, when Rufe led the other up to him.


  “You’re crazy, Mark,” the man whispered; “do you think Sherry wouldn’t know her own husband?” Mark was a young man with a troubled face and eyes sunk in their sockets under scraggly brows. He looked like early pictures of Lincoln, except for the incongruity of a short, stubbed nose. Now he shook his head, “I don’t know, Rufe. I didn’t quite like his response when I got out to rebuild his brain patterns. Sarnoff’s switching minds—it’s the only answer I can get to all the machinery he’s using. And I think he may have been trying to run in a ringer on us.”


  “A spy?”


  “What else. Probably one of those other men was from the Guard, and they switched minds. But still . . . well, I can’t see Sherry sleeping beside anyone unless she was sure it was Jed! And I don’t see why a ringer wouldn’t pretend to remember everything, instead of admitting his mind is partly numbed—as it should be, after what hit Jed!”


  “So what do we do?” Rufe asked. “We don’t do anything. We can’t test him by having him shoot—that’s conditioned reflex, outside his mind. We take him along, making sure he doesn’t meet anyone else until we break in. Then he either shoots the Bigshot—”


  “Shh, Mark! Sherry’s here.”


  “Sorry. Slipped. He either shoots, or we shoot him. With the only opening we can find, that first shot has to be good all the way across the chamber, before the automatics cut on the screen around him! Jed’s got the only reflexes that can do it.”


  THEY WENT out, leaving Blake to his thoughts—which weren’t pretty. He wasn’t going to enjoy shooting himself on the amount of evidence he had; and he liked the idea of being shot at his present age even less.


  They didn’t sound like a criminal mob—nor even like one of the possible radical malcontent segments that might grow up in any government. They sounded, unfortunately, like honest citizens getting ready for another Lexington and Concord—the very type of citizen he had hoped to develop with his own ideas and James’ gun.


  But Tom Blake still couldn’t picture himself as a monster. He’d spent a good many years under every sort of temptation he could imagine, and he’d grown steadily more convinced that the world belonged to the decent, normal folk in it—not to any Bigshot, including himself. He felt he should be able to trust himself more than he could trust anyone else in this cockeyed age.


  The trouble was that it was cockeyed—and there was no reason for it. It should have been a utopia; why hadn’t the later Blake given the defensive part of the gun out?


  Or was that one under the control of someone else—the old man who had been with Sarnoff, perhaps? The old man looked capable of anything, and he’d proved completely ruthless. If the real Thomas Blake of this period was simply a front, forced somehow to do the will of another other. But how could he be forced when no weapon would hurt him?


  l


  Blake got up in the morning with his eyes burning from lack of sleep, and no nearer the answer than before. Under Sherry’s urging, he began an hour of target practice, using the slowest “speed” of the gun; Mark had been right—his shooting was pure conditioned reflex, and hadn’t been hurt by the change.


  He’d reached only one emotional and one logical conclusion, and he mulled them over at breakfast. Emotionally, he wanted to get back to his own age somehow, to his own body—as he had to do sometime if there was ever to be an elder Blake. Logically, he knew he couldn’t go, if he had the choice, until he found out the facts about what he had become.


  But there were a number of questions that had come up as he lay tossing. He didn’t believe in variable time—the whole theory of the stasis gun demanded a fixed, absolute cause-and-effect time-scheme in the universe, somehow; and the gun worked. That meant the elder Blake had been through all this before, and should know’ every move he would make. Why had he slipped through the fingers of the Sarnoff group? Also, if he did get back to his own time—as he had to, seemingly—how could he do anything about what he could become, even if the worst was true?


  That night he was assigned permanent quarters—his old ones, apparently—with Sherry. There he found that some of her morality vanished, while some of his own got in his way, at first. And it didn’t make it any easier to feel that she belonged to a crowd of criminals or crackpots when his emotions began to become solidly entrenched in his head.


  He was obviously falling in love with a girl who believed his highest mission in life was to shoot his older self!
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  BLAKE—OR rather Jed—was supposed to be a spatula man at the local yeast works, but he’d saved up three of his quarterly vacations to take a whole month off now. Sherry had done the same with her vacations at the fabric converter. As a result, they had time on their hands while the major part of the revolutionists were away at work; there were a number of places of entertainment, but Blake chose a newsreel theater.


  He came away disgusted, and yet doubtful. All the old trappings of a dictator’s propaganda bureau were there, with the usual justifications and arbitrary associations of words that had no real meaning. There was brutality enough. A revolt in Moscow against the local office of the State had been put down by Iron Guards, who moved about in complete invulnerability, using their weapons to stun the roiling crowds. There was surprisingly little bloodshed, though. But the scene where the prisoners were released mercifully back to their parents and friends was far from a happy one. All had been put through the mind-burners, and were back to the first days of infancy, mentally.


  Still, there was a regular shuttle running to the Moon, and Mars was being explored. China, on the other hand, was starving; and obviously no attempt was being made to alleviate the situation. Apparently the State believed in letting local suffering go—or perhaps had insufficient resources.


  He guessed that the latter was the case, particularly when a new edict of sterilization was announced for Brazil, due to unchecked birth rates. The sterilization was painless enough, and didn’t impair sexuality, but such blanket use could only come from sheer necessity.


  The State was loose at the seams; disease had been conquered, and while tire rejuvenation process was new. secret—and obviously forbidden for general use—the progress in gereontology and geriatrics had been amazing. In making the whole world one State, the birthrate of one section had simply flooded another, leaving no natural controls. There were no wars. Progress in foods had been good, but it hadn’t equalled the birth-rate; there were over ten billion inhabitants of Earth.


  Perhaps the new morality had been an attempt to check the birthrate, but it had failed; public morals can be swayed—private hungers only break, out more intensely. Then, apparently, had come an increasing use of sterilization against progressive feeble-mindedness, physical hereditary ills, alcoholism, sub-normal intelligence, subversive tendencies, and so on up the list, until less than half the population could pass the tests. When India refused to use voluntary birth-control the first large use of the sterility process had been forced on her, leaving less than five percent of her people fertile. It hadn’t helped much; China had immediately begun to flow over the borders.


  And, inevitably, people suffered. Housing was bad—single-room shacks were common, except in what could be called the modern slums, thrown up to house hordes in worse conditions. Food was mostly synthetic now. The people lived poorly, even though they were on a twenty-hour week, and free to buy surprising types of luxuries at small prices.


  The newsreel had referred to this as “the Period of Transition,” but there was no sign of it getting anywhere.


  BLAKE CAME out shaken, unable to justify the results or to condemn the ideas behind them, completely. Back in 1960, it had been a simple world, with a few minor troubles; now, he wondered. Most of the troubles here came from the relief of those simple troubles there—and it was questionable whether the dictatorship had much to do with it, beyond attempts to cure the ills so obvious then. He suspected that the brewing revolution had more connection with the bad food and inadequate housing than the more obvious high-handed State methods.


  He found himself liking the people. They were what he had always dreamed of—a group devoted to liberty, willing to sacrifice themselves if necessary, with an amazing respect for each other’s rights. Out of them, conceivably, a new world could come—the world he had always aimed for.


  Do nothing, Blake told himself, and the plot would fail. The rebels made tests of the gun’s reaction-time, measuring the period between the instant that the peep-hole in the weapon’s shield was uncovered to the moment when firing the gun would accomplish nothing. The period was too short for most of them to pull the trigger. He, in Jed’s body, had been just enough better than the others to make it possible; no automatic device would work, because they had no way of knowing where the Bigshot would be in the single room where he apparently gave himself the luxury of going without his personal shield.


  Do something, and he was killing himself—and perhaps ruining what was really only the “Period of Transition” they prattled about.


  He got back to the little shack where he and Sherry lived just in time to see a new development. A wail went up along the street as a great van drove up, and Blake stopped to stare at the miserable creatures that were piling out. They couldn’t stand on their legs; their minds had been burned completely. And among them was Rufe.


  Two fingers were missing from the gun-hands of each of them, cut off and already healing under the efficient modern surgery.


  Mark met Blake and yanked him inside, where Sherry was crying. “We thought they’d got you. New orders. Not even the technicians at Sarnoff’s know, but I saw a copy. All men with hairy hands are to get fifteen minute burns—enough so they’ll never be more than morons, and we can’t rebuild their minds. And—well, you saw the rest. Sherry, shut up! They didn’t get him!”


  “They will . . . they will . . .” She lay huddled for a second more. Then, as the van drove off, leaving the people to sort out their unfortunate friends, she dashed out to help. Her sobs drifted back to him, but didn’t seem to hurt her usefulness in the crowd.


  Blake went to the rickety cabinet where his gun lay and picked it up. Mark caught him. “That can wait. Come in here.” Lather and razor were waiting, and he began shaving the back of Blake’s hands deftly. “We can’t do much of this—the others will have to take their chances. But we need you.”


  The anger wore off as the shaving was completed.


  MARK STEPPED back to inspect Blake’s hands. “You’ll do—Sherry can take care of it the rest of the time. Jed, I still can’t trust you completely, but you’ve got to come through. Once we get the Bigshot, we can move on down the line. All the shields have time-limits built in—that’s why we never got anywhere trying to get any for our own use. In two weeks, the second group will have to recharge the trigger-battery relay; only the Bigshot has the key for that. Another ten days, and the third line drops; and it goes on down to the Guards. They have to get their shields set every day. Maybe a few of the higher group will manage to get guns from lowers they can recharge themselves—but their keys change automatically every period, so it won’t help much, if we move fast. It all depends on your getting the Bigshot.”


  “You’re going to have a busy time converting them or burning their minds,” Blake guessed.


  “Burning! Don’t be a fool, Jed. We’ll kill the bas—the sons! They’ve got it coming to them. And don’t think we’re just talking. The rebels, as they call us, outnumber the rest of the world five to one!”


  Blake put the gun back on the table as if it had stung him. Killing off twenty percent of the population might help the crowding, but it wasn’t his idea of a solution—particularly when a lot of the higher technicians, scientists, and coodinators necessarily belonged to the elite who owned the guns that were equipped with shields.


  Anyhow, even without the shields, there were enough plain guns, and the whole State corps would have to fight back—those in secret sympathy with the rebel movement would be driven to it by self-preservation. It would be a welter of blood to make the worst war in history seem anemic.


  “When?” he asked, finally. “The same date?”


  Mark shook his head. “I got orders today. We move on the palace night after tomorrow—as soon as we can force through the passage we found on the maps and set up equipment to rip away the wall where you shoot. And you’d better shoot straight!”
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  THOMAS BLAKE watched them I assemble, while sounds from above-ground told him that operations were already in progress. They’d modelled their outward move on a slight improvement over the second revolt. It meant that a fair number of them would be killed in the criss-crossing of stun-blasts, but nobody seemed to consider that important.


  It would at least keep all the local Iron Guard busy, and probably stir up their officers enough to disorganize the whole palace. There would be fighting on almost every street, and the bulk of their mob would be storming the palace itself from mined tunnels they were digging frantically. All was to be concentrated to reach its highest fury at precisely midnight.


  “How do you know he will be there?” Blake asked.


  Sherry looked at him in surprise. “He’s been boasting for years that a clear conscience induces sleep, and that his puts him to bed at midnight every night. He’ll never believe we have a chance until it’s too late.”


  It sounded plausible; dictators usually showed their pride in just such stupid ways. Anyhow, Blake had to confess to himself, it was exactly the thing he’d been starting to say for the past year; he’d meant it as a joke, but such things became habits in time.


  Yet he must know. Thomas Blake, the Bigshot, had necessarily been Thomas Blake in Jed’s body forty years before. He’d heard every plan, and he should remember it.


  Blake fingered the two guns he carried—one for any trouble on the street, the other for the coup they were attempting. He couldn’t let these people down. The honest desperation on their faces wouldn’t permit all this courage and planning to go for nothing. He couldn’t kill his older self and invite such a savage massacre as only the French Reign of Terror could match.


  History was becoming clearer now. Blake’s fine, free colonial people had been men of courage—and men of strong hatreds. They’d slaughtered the Indians just as readily as they had marched against tyranny. And even their opposition to tyranny had been founded more on hate than on any innate love of justice. Justice, in fact, had come about as a sort of afterthought—when the men they hated had fled or were killed.


  He was sweating coldly in the dank basement under tire old auditorium. Some decision had to be made; none was possible.


  The ten in the execution-party moved out at last, trying to look like non-partisans caught in the whirls of the rising rebellion, and anxiously heading homewards.


  Something struck against Blake’s back, and he stumbled. His hand leaped to the gun at his waist instantly, and he fired before he was sure of his target. It was a head-shot, by sheer instinct; the blow that might have only stunned, knocked the man’s head back sharply, until it seemed to dangle on his neck.


  SURPRISINGLY, the weapons of the others echoed his—silent in themselves, but causing loud thuds whenever die beams hit. His surprise of seeing the whole group fire into their own crowd of rebels cut short the sickness that was rising in Blake. He turned, just as one of the black-clothed Iron Guard came up.


  “Good shooting,” the man said. “But take it easy. That first shot was vicious and we don’t want killing. Here, bunch up. So—I think I can stretch my shield enough to give us all some protection.”


  Sherry looked up at him with grateful awe written large on her face. “Thank you, officer. We were going home to my aunt’s from a party—and then all—this happened . . .”


  The Guard nodded. “It’ll get worse, from what I’m told. But right now, I guess I can escort you a ways. Where to, ma’am?”


  “The subway, I guess,” she answered; “we’ll be safer there than on the street, anyway.”


  The Guard nodded, and began leading them. Some of the force from the stun blasts got through, with the shield stretched out—a trick Blake hadn’t known was possible—but it helped.


  Blake caught at the man’s sleeve while they waited for a yelling mob to dash by. “How do you get to be a Guard?” he asked.


  The man looked around in surprise. “I thought everyone knew that, citizen. We’re picked when we’re in school—character, intelligence, all that. Then we get twenty years training in science, sociology, and everything else you can name. It’s pretty tough, but worth it—except for these riots. There the mob has all the advantage—our shields don’t protect us from stones and clubs, and we can’t use lethal speed on our guns without special orders. Lot of the mob gets trampled on, too.”


  They were at the subway, then, and Blake started down. He jerked back at a sudden gasp, to see the Guard falling, his head bloody pulp from a sap in Mark’s hand.


  The leader of the group put the sap away, smiling in grim satisfaction. “Darned—sorry, Sherry—dratted hypocrite. I don’t mind the ones that go around beating us up on the sly or giving us tickets for standing on corners. But these mealy-mouthed polite ones! Fpha! They’re too good for us! Hey, Jed, what’s the matter?”


  Blake held back the retching of his stomach and forced a grin to his lips. “Too much Guard,” he answered, and saw an approving smile cross Sherry’s lips.


  He avoided looking at her then as they went down the steps. He’d heard enough to know that in general the Guards were like the one Mark had killed; they’d been conditioned into believing that to serve the State was all that mattered, but they’d also been taught manners, courtesy, and at least a normal consideration of the people under them. There was no more justice in Mark’s words than in his brutal action.


  The train was pulling in, and Mark waved them aboard. If the riots developed properly, it might be one of the last ones to run along on its rubber-insulated monorail.


  They found their mistake too late, just as the door was closing. It was a Guard train, carrying prisoners back to the palace. Apparently the Guards who had taken it over had lacked the key needed to break the automatic controls that stopped it at every station.


  They were inside before the Guards at the door could stop them. Mark yelled once, and began swinging the sap. Blake skewed sideways as the train started, to pounce into the stomach of an older Guard. He kicked at a shin, jerked around the pain-doubled man. and darted for a strap. His other hand found the big clasp knife that most of the men carried, and he dragged it from his pocket. The plastic strap came loose, its heavy metal hand-hold forming a perfect close-quarters club.


  THIS WAS no time to argue about the right and wrong of killing Guards. His pacificist inclinations were intellectual, and his emotions had been well conditioned in two lives: Ted had been a natural brawler, and Blake had done rather well in the usual school and high-school fracasses. In a brawl of this side, the issues were simplified to the basic question of whose side you came in on.


  The Guards were handicapped.


  They were responsible for a group of prisoners, and their normal security was useless here, since all fighting was at close quarters, with weapons too slow to be bothered by their shields. The prisoners were naturally against them—and even handcuffed, their legs were enough to upset the Guards, while some of them were able to get to the doors and prevent men from joining the police force from other cars.


  Blake swung out, protecting the rest of his party on one side while they cut their own straps. Then a pattern of general mayhem began; he felt a big fist jolt against his ear and reeled, but Jed’s body was rugged. He swung a backhand that dragged the handle across the Guard’s teeth with a crescendo clicking. It caught one of the prisoners on the follow-through, but the man cheerfully plunged into the pleasure of breaking the Guard’s ribs with his heavy shoes.


  The train slowed at another station, but nobody left; the Guards were jammed in, and the citizens were too busy. Blake’s wrist was sore from the pounding when he finally switched hands. At the next station, they heaved out the unconscious Guards. Mark prepared to move back into the next car, until one of the other men caught his hand and pointed. Apparently, they’d reached their destination.


  The closing doors caught Blake across the shoulders, sending him sprawling to his hands and knees. He saw that most of the party, including Sherry and Mark, were out, and then was up, dashing after them. Guards were pouring down the entrance, with a mob behind them. Mark yelled.


  The group darted into the men’s washroom. Sherry hesitated, but she swallowed her inculcated prudery and followed them. The door shut with a sound that indicated a lock had already been added to it. Mark knocked on a white panel, and it swung open.


  “Clear sailing,” he told them, breathing harshly through what remained of his teeth. One eye was swelling closed, and his lip was smashed, but he obviously didn’t feel it. “Good work, Jed; I guess I was wrong about you, at that. Well, we’re under the palace!”
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  WITH THE two who had been waiting in the tunneled passage from the washroom, there were nine of them now. Nine men to end the tightest rule any man had held on the planet—and uncounted millions outside serving as a screen for their operations.


  For a few minutes, all Blake’s doubts had been settled, but they came back now.


  “Two minutes, maybe,” Mark announced. “Lew, you come with Jed and me. The rest stay back.”


  “I’m coming,” Sherry stated. Her glance at Mark was defiant, and then surprised as the man merely shrugged.


  Two minutes to make up his mind. Blake couldn’t even get his ledgers out for a book-balancing in that length of time. He’d posted too many entries in the day-book, and the whole business needed a complete new audit. But now it boiled down to the simple question of whether he could kill himself—even if he decided he should do so.


  He thought he could. He’d always been sure he could commit suicide for a cause he believed in, if necessary—and this was the same thing, with a forty-year lapse between pulling the trigger and dropping dead.


  The passageway was crude, and they stumbled upwards slowly. They were obviously inside a wall, where tamped earth had been used to fill the space left by the masonry. It was thick with age and dirt odors, and Mark’s flash barely lighted their way. They crawled up now on their hands and knees. Then a bulky piece of machinery appeared ahead, facing a blank stone wall.


  Lew went to it. “All tapped. If we aimed it right, this should If out the plug left, and there will be a hole big enough to shoot through. Better get used to the light, Jed.”


  Blake focussed his eyes where the flash was, while Mark brought it around until it rested on the plug that the machine was gripping. Lew touched a button, and the machine whined faintly.


  For the moment, he had decided. On one side -was courage and devotion; on the other side, retreat and aloofness behind thick stone walls. When in Rome . . . well, it was as good a rule as any now. And maybe he was only doing it to convince himself he had the courage to fire at himself.


  The plug popped out and sidewise, leaving a six-inch opening. Blake got a quick view of a tremendous room, at least a hundred feet long, with a bed at the far side. On the bed, stark naked and asleep lay the older man who had been in Sarnoff’s laboratory—Thomas Blake the Bigshot. Tom Blake N. He should have guessed!


  The gun was already up, and swinging into position. His thoughts seemed to have swivelled off into a dimension where time was infinitely variable. It wouldn’t be hard now. The man had already proven his duplicity, had tried to wipe out his own younger self. Why shouldn’t that younger self eliminate him?


  “He’s naked!” Sherry’s horrified whisper sounded beside Blake’s ear, as the trigger came back.


  It was a clean miss, he had jerked at the last split second.


  HELL EXPLODED inside. Gongs sounded, and Guards came pouring out of every cranny, while the old man sat up, staring quietly at the hole in the wall. His old eyes found it before the Guards did, and he pointed.


  Mark let out a yell, and pushed the other three ahead of him. They went sprawling down the tunnel, just as a tremendous thwack reached their ears, what was left of Mark fell past them. Sherry was ahead, and Lew behind. Blake started to look back, but he had no need, another sound broke out, and half of Lew’s head went past his ear, spattering gore.


  Then they hit a curve in the tunnel. The big booming of the highspeed stasis guns went on, but they were simply cutting holes through the palace now, unable to locate their targets.


  They hit the washroom, charging through those who had waited behind. The lock was stuck, and one of the men was working on it. There was no need to report the results to anyone—Sherry’s face gave that away.


  She was sobbing and cursing herself in the same breath. Then she met Blake’s eyes hopelessly, with the expression of Judas the day after. He started toward her. but she cut him off quickly. “We’ll have to split up—they saw us together, up there. I’ll be at the cellar—where they brought you back—tomorrow!”


  The door finally came loose, and she darted out. He could sense the feelings in her, but there was nothing he could do. He let her go, giving her time to get away, before he sped up the steps after her. The station was almost deserted, except for a dead Guard and several badly wounded citizens.


  Behind him, the sound of the stasis guns’ came again, indicating that guards had broken down through the tunnel and were after him. He sped up the stairs, expecting to find the street, instead, he came out into a monstrous hall, crowded at the entrance by a mass of guards defending a big gate which had dropped. Blake raced up the hall, swinging off at the first stairway. He cut down another hall, and darted into a room at random. There was a fat dowager inside, stripped to ankle-length pantaloons and camisole, but she gave no trouble; she simply fainted.


  On a dressing, table, he spotted a gun and picked it up. There were stasis screen controls on it, but a series of buttons along the side indicated some sort of combination lock—which explained why the citizens didn’t bother to fool with them; they probably were set to explode on tampering.


  He dropped it and went through the back of the suite. There windows opened on a closed court. It was a drop of no more than ten feet, and he took it. One set of windows was dark. He kicked through one of them, and banged his head against something hanging from the ceiling. By the dim light of the red and green lights on a control panel, he suddenly recognized it as the laboratory of Sarnoff.


  HE KNEW the way out, now—and one which was probably less beseiged than others, simply because men avoided something that was a chancre in their minds. But he halted suddenly, moving toward the control panel.


  Blake was right—there was a scattering of tools in a drawer under it, and barely enough light to work by. He yanked out the two guns and opened them; they were familiar enough—mere simplifications of the complete models his brother had made.


  Blake ripped the tiny coil out of one hastily, and fitted it into open space in the other. There was room enough. He found small screwdrivers and began working on the adjustments to the coils, hoping that the numbering around the slots was the same. Alpha 10 changed to Alpha 2 to give a protective sphere instead of an offensive beam; beta 5 would regulate the speed which would be denied penetration; delta 7 should be about right for energy penetration. He checked that, setting it up to 9, until the green bulbs seemed to come down to the red, and back to 7. Apparently, there had been no basic change in the little coils, and offensive and protective coils were still the same, except for setting. He found contacts within the gun for the second coil, indicating that both models were made from the same basic parts. He had to leave the defensive coil on, since he could find no way of installing a switch.


  If his settings were right, he was now safe from bombs and bullets, though a club or a knife would kill him as easily as before. But the main problem was the offensive beams from other guns, and there a rough setting would cancel it out.


  He shoved the gun that was now complete into its holster and headed toward the entrance.


  From the side, a quite voice reached him. “Nice work, Thomas Blake!”


  The lights snapped on to show Sarnoff standing expressionlessly beside the main door.
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  SARNOFF nodded toward the gun that had snapped out in Blake’s hand. “It probably works now, just as you expect. But it wasn’t that which gave you away. You might as well put it away, anyhow; naturally, I’m shielded.”


  Blake had already realized that, from the gun on the other’s hip. He dropped his own back, trying to estimate his chances to reach the other before the man could get out the door. It seemed impossible.


  Sarnoff nodded again. “You’re right; you couldn’t make it. I’ve been ready for you since you tripped the alarms getting in here. I could have shot you while you were working on the gun, you see. But naturally, I didn’t.”


  “Naturally.”


  “Certainly; why else do you think I faked the last half of the mind burning? I’m ail in favor of your living. I’d hate to try to figure out any system of logic that would permit you to be killed without ruining most of the life I’ve led these last years. Anyhow, I always back the winner.”


  Blake let it sink in, and began breathing again. “You mean you’re on the side of the rebels?”


  “Hardly.” A trace of a smile flickered over the other’s face and vanished again. “I’m on the side of whichever one wins, though that’s rather obvious, if you’ll use your head. I fish you out of the past for your distinguished senior self—and I make sure that you go into the head of a man the rebel spy Mark wanted saved; he can’t prove I’m on his side, but he suspects so—particularly after I showed him the rough diagram of the restorer a year ago and never noticed the parts he stole.”


  “Mark’s dead,” Blake told him.


  “I know—he was a fanatic, so of course he’s dead. But he wasn’t the leader of the group anyhow! I have my connections, still. I’ll come out on top—as a realist always will, unless he’s a deliberate villain which I’m not.”


  “All right,” Blake conceded wearily. He had no time to talk of idealism and realism now, when his first job was to escape long enough to locate Sherry. “So what happens next?” Sarnoff shrugged. “So you go out the door, I suppose, and into the arms of the Guards who are there—or down this little private stair to the subway station, where you’ll never be noticed by now. And I report to your rebel leaders—whom you don’t know—that you are the original Blake, complete with all plans for the James Blake statidyne gun.”


  Blake turned toward the little private door, and was almost surprised to find that there was a stairway there. Probably most of the so-called “public” sections of the palace had such exits.


  Sarnoff’s voice halted him. “Not a louse, Blake,” he said quietly. “Just an opportunist, like every successful animal up the long road of evolution. And paradoxical as you may think it, I privately wish you the best of luck. I’ve thoroughly liked your senior self, and I would probably like you. Take care of yourself.”


  The laboratory was suddenly dark. Blake stumbled down the stairs, to find that the riots were nearly over, and the subways were running smoothly again. Guards were patrolling the platform, but the monotrain was already in. For the third time, Blake barely made it before the door could close.


  HE GRINNED bitterly at Sarnoff’s words that were still ringing in his ears. It wasn’t hard to tell who’d lose, at least; Blake had forty-three cents to his name, and knew nothing about the city. The State wanted him as an attempted assassin. Now. with Sarnoff’s spreading the good word, the rebels would be looking for him as a traitor to them, and the very man they most wanted to eliminate from all history. It wouldn’t do to argue immutable time with them, either.


  He was safe from bombs, bullets, and guns—but there was always the knife. And when she found the facts, even Sherry might be happy to use it.


  He should never have been stampeded into mob action—his reason for killing the Bigshot because of the first meeting was no more valid than the Bigshot’s reason for trying to destroy him in self-defense. And now that he cooled down, he could never take the secret of the guns to the rebels. There had been blood enough shed, without putting them in a position to exterminate all the other side.


  He never knew exactly how he managed to get through the night. Time after time, he saw Guards or rebels patrolling, and he suspected most of them were looking for him. Probably the complete dejection and the slowness of his walk saved him, they must have been looking for a man who was skulking up dark alleys, or running from them.


  He found the house where he had first come to in the cellar be sheer hunt and try search, though he knew the general location. It was locked, of course, and he realized suddenly that he did not know the secret for opening it.


  But he was tired of running, and a cellar door in the shack across the street was open. He crossed to it, and went inside, leaving the door open a crack.


  Daylight crept through the opening, and reached the full brightness of noon. There was no sign of Sherry. Above him, he could hear a family stirring over their noon lunch, discussing the riots. Apparently they had been involved only indirectly, but there was enough misery in their guesses as to how many of their friends would be picked up and mind-burned.


  At four in the afternoon, Guards came and broke in the house where the place of meeting was. They scoured it thoroughly, then posted it.


  Blake knew that Sherry hadn’t told on him—she should have, if she’d heard the truth about him, but he was sure somehow that she would never turn him over to the Guards. He also knew then that she’d never keep the rendezvous.


  He buckled his gun on more firmly, knocked the dust off his knees where he had been kneeling, and stood up. The cellar door creaked as he went through it, but the Guards did not look up from their duty, Blake crossed the street and went up to them.


  “If you’re looking for a lady, she won’t be here,” he said, and only the deadness of his voice registered in his own ears.


  The younger Guard growed impatiently. “Scram. We know what we’re doing!”


  “Dan!” The senior Guard glowered at the other. “That’s enough of that. Citizen, the State apologizes; but I’m afraid your information is already in the papers, so we do know about it.”


  Blake nodded, and shuffled off down the dingy street. He found a newsstand and put down a coin for one of the papers he had managed forty years in the past. It was thinner, due to the paper scarcity, but the lack was mostly in the advertising. He had no trouble finding the story.


  Sherry was dead!


  She’d been found by the Guards early in the morning, with a printed label claiming she had betrayed the cause by ruining the shot. It was clearly murder.


  HE MIGHT have guessed. The hatred that had flowered so long had to take root somewhere, and she had been as good a scapegoat as any other, Blake supposed. He dropped the paper into a can without bothering to read further. He’d seen that she was being kept at the palace morgue for the claiming of her body.


  They’d dragged him into this crazy future to keep him from killing himself, by a tortuous logic of their own. Then they’d tossed him to the other side, to force him to kill himself. Now, the only good thing he’d found was killed, and nothing else had been accomplished. No paradox had been solved; but if the Bigshot remembered when he had been dragged here, he could have saved Sherry, at least.


  Blake saw another of the Guards on the corner, and approached him quietly. “Where can I find the subway to the palace?”


  “To your left three blocks,” the Guard answered absently. Then he looked up, reached for his gun, and moved forward. “Your identification papers, citizen!”


  “No matter,” Blake told him. “I’m the assassin!”
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  BLAKE SWUNG on his heel and headed toward the subway. He didn’t bother to look back at the faint sound of the gun being drawn. Either Iris shield worked, and he would have no way of knowing -whether the man fired, or he’d find out soon enough. Nothing happened.


  Then the Guard was running up to him, white of face, with the gun shaking in his hands. The man stuttered as he grabbed for Blake’s arm. “You’re under arrest!”


  “All right,” Blake agreed. “I’m it; now you go hide.”


  He walked on steadily, while the Guard pawed at his arm and then desisted. Physically, he was more than a match for most of the Guards, and their superior weapons had lost all superiority. Blake could have watched the whole civilization shatter and have cared as little as he did for the shock on the other’s face.


  He found the subway entrance while the Guard was tardily blowing his whistle. He was beginning to think the trains ran every fifteen seconds, since one was again waiting. He climbed on, with the puffing Guard at his heels. “You’ll get used to it, whatever your name is,” he told the other.


  “Colton,” the black-clad man told him unhappily. “And why couldn’t you have picked someone else? I broke a toe and got a brick over my head last night. Today—you!”


  “Tough. I guess you’ll just have to string along until we find some of your buddies to subdue me, Colton.”


  Colton nodded glumly, and they sat in silence while the quiet train moved along. Blake was emotionally numbed, and the problems that had bothered him were operating only on a semiconscious level.


  No man, he supposed, could really accept predestination. The idea was something that could be agreed to on an intellectual level, but inside a man had to feel that he decided things for himself. Actually, there were no paradoxes; everything was decided, and things didn’t happen because of either his actions or those of his older self—they happened only because that was the way they happened. The Bigshot was no more responsible than he was.


  It wasn’t hard, when you considered things carefully, to see why he’d tried to eliminate his younger self and put himself out of danger. Intellectually, he might realize nothing he did could alter the fabric of the events that must happen, but emotionally he couldn’t stand by—and his logic was as much shaped by emotions as by facts.


  And even explaining why he did things was a refusal to accept predestination, Blake knew. Looking for the reason behind his own or any other man’s actions meant an attempt to see why something happened or didn’t happen—and there was no real “why” in a universe on a fixed time-track.


  He got up at the palace stop and went out with Colton at his heels. The Guard again reached for his whistle, but stopped when he saw Blake head for the door leading to the stairs that went up to Sarnoff’s laboratory. The door was locked, of course, but a blast from the gun opened it.


  SARNOFF was opening the upper door as Blake came to it, and he motioned the two men inside. “I heard you break the other,” he explained. “I’ve been expecting you.


  Guard, there’s nothing you can do—your prisoner’s as untouchable as I am.”


  Colton shrugged, but stayed.


  “Where’s Sherry’s body?” Blake asked woodenly.


  Sarnoff moved toward the end of the room, where a couch had been brought in. He lifted the sheet silently. “She’s in good hands, Tom,” he said softly. “She was my daughter, though you wouldn’t know that. And she hated me, long before she ran away to join your group. I used to wonder, once in a while, what happened to her. Now—I know.”


  Blake looked down at the still figure. Sherry still bore the look he had last seen, though her eyes were closed. Her clothing was in place, he noticed, with even her toes concealed. He was glad of that.


  “She must have hated me,” he said, at last.


  Sarnoff shook his head. “No—she never knew; she was dead before I passed the word about you along.”


  His expressionless face studied her body, and then he drew the sheet up.


  Blake sighed softly, and turned toward the entrance to the main palace, with Colton still at his heels. Sarnoff shook his head slightly, and moved toward another door, waiting for them until Blake shrugged and climbed into the little elevator. Then Sarnoff pressed the top button, and they moved upwards.


  There was neither austerity nor over-lavishness to the private part of the palace. Blake took it for granted; he’d been brought up to have good taste, and becoming a dictator hadn’t changed that.


  There were a few men in the outer office, but they left at Sarnoff’s motion, retreating into a second room beyond. Here and there along the walls were niches where Guards might be stationed, but Blake could see no sign of them—they were at least well hidden.


  Sarnoff picked up a phone from a desk and pressed a button. “Tell his Excellency I have the assassin,” he said. Then, after a moment, he turned back to Blake. “We’ll have to wait. He’s taking a bath—or calling his top Guards. He’s grown nervous, these last few days.”


  Blake dropped to the seat behind the desk. He picked up a volume there, saw that it was a leather-bound biography of himself, and started to put it down. Then he opened it and began scanning it.


  There’d been war, after all. He’d had to wait two terms as Governor to become President, and then it was only a few weeks before the hydrogen bombs fell—too little time to prepare. He’d saved most of the cities with his large shields, but the terrible days had made an absolute dictatorship necessary; and through that, it hadn’t been too hard to conquer the whole world, given both large supplies of bombs and a base immune to the bombs of others. Blake skimmed on, surprised to see how often Sarnoff’s name cropped up. The man was obviously far more than a mere scientist.


  And there was another name that meant nothing. Ainslee seemed to be almost as important as the dictator, though the people never had mentioned him.


  Blake put the book back, just as the phone buzzed and a group of Guards in spotless white uniforms came out. Sarnoff motioned them aside, and they fell into step behind as Blake headed toward the door. Colton started forward, and then shrugged helplessly. He turned back slowly, probably to return to his beat.


  This was it, Blake told himself. This was the point toward which the whole silly business had been driving. It seemed almost anticlimactic.


  THE BIGSHOT sat at a small desk, surrounded by his Guards. He was probably shielded, but he seemed to have less faith in the shield than it deserved. His voice as nervous as he rearranged the papers before him, and some of the power seemed to have drained from his face. But he gathered himself together.


  “You are charged with an attempt to assassinate your rightful ruler,” he began.


  Blake cut him off. “I’m here by my own will—as much as either one of us can have a will. And I’m shielded; I combined two of your citizen guns into the weapon James invented—the weapon on the papers in the secret drawer of my desk.” The older man sat stiffly for a long minute. Then he put down the papers he held. “So all my efforts go for nothing? Your brain wasn’t exterminated. But there are still enough men here to overcome you physically, even if you are shielded.”


  “It won’t work,” Blake told him. “It’s all happened before, from your viewpoint; and I suggest that you dismiss the Guards.”


  The Bigshot nodded. “Guards dismissed,” he said slowly. They stared at him, but slowly withdrew, leaving only the two men who were both Thomas Blake and Sarnoff behind.


  Theoretically, there was no way to end what was now a perfect stalemate—except that the Bigshot could always call back his Guards to batter Blake down with their fists; there was no way in which he could win.


  But he had revolved all that before, and knew the answer. He knew that in this case, his decision to accept the facts would inevitably create those facts—so far as even the decision was his free will. Predestination seemed to be working, and that would make the decision something he had no control over, too.


  “You lost,” Blake told the Bigshot. “Every step shows that. If you hadn’t lost—if your younger self, when you stood in my position, here—hadn’t remembered that you lost, you wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of getting my mind drawn here to attempt to exterminate me. I should have seen it sooner, but that doesn’t matter; you have to lose.”


  “If I hadn’t taken on Ainslee . . .” the Bigshot began, but his face was drawn now.


  “There aren’t any ‘ifs’,” Blake told him remorselessly. “You lost. You’re fighting with no hope at all. You can try anything you want to, but the end is already written: you lost.”


  He had no idea of what would happen, and yet he. knew it was inevitable. Then, slowly, the answer came. He should have seen it from the beginning. No man can accept predestination within himself—yet the Bigshot knew now that there was no answer save predestination. He had to solve a completely impossible problem, and no mind could stand that.


  “You lost.” Blake repeated it, emotionlessly; “you lost.”


  And slowly, the Bigshot crumpled. He dropped his hands on his knees, and then brought his head down against them, sobbing softly.


  Sarnoff stepped in quickly. “Stop it, Tom. Stop it. You don’t have to solve anything now. It’s all over; you don’t have to solve anything.” The Bigshot looked’ up then, with tears streaming from his eyes, staring forlornly at the two men. “I’m lost,” he said miserably. “I don’t like this place. I don’t like you. I want my mama!”


  Blake turned to the window, while Sarnoff led the Bigshot out of the room. There, forty years from now, was the end of his own plans—the reward for all his hopes and struggles.
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  SARNOFF found Blake finally, down in the laboratory, lying on the cot where his mind had first come into the future.


  “The council of the head Guards and the rebel leaders want you, Tom.” he said quietly. “They’ve already published the plans for turning two of the citizen guns into a single complete one, in case your curiosity is still working.”


  Blake nodded. He’d asked for that —the only thing he could do for this tangled future; his decision was the only one he could make. Human nature couldn’t be changed, and compulsory improvement was something which might or might not be good. But no society could be healthy where one group enjoyed a terrible power that the other group could not have.


  There were guns enough for all to make the conversion—and that way, the fanatics would find the rest of the world shielded by the time they got their own shields made and were ready to go out killing or converting others. It was a problem that had always plagued him somewhat, since a total weapon in the hands of a crackpot could wreck incalculable damage if there -were others without such a shield.


  His only function, after all, had been to make sure that his original plan went through—that all men had such guns. It had been his basic motivation for going into politics, but it had only succeeded when he’d driven himself completely out of such politics.


  “I suppose you’ll be the next dictator,” he told Sarnoff bitterly.


  “Pro-tem president,” the man answered. “But only pro-tem; I prefer to have Ainslee take over, if anyone has to. There’s no real advantage to absolute power, and I’m still an opportunist. I’m in solid—but behind the scenes, where I’d rather be. I suspect we’re in for a period of democracy, anyhow.”


  They’d have to be, if Silas McKinley had been right—and for a long, long spell of it—at least until something greater than the stasis gun and shield could come along.


  “Then send my mind back,” Blake decided. “They can get along without me.”


  Sarnoff began moving the machines along their tracks. And the sight of the action suddenly focused Blake’s thoughts on what the return would be like—and the paradoxes his own inability to accept predestination involved.


  He couldn’t be such a fool as the Bigshot had been; with all he remembered, he couldn’t.


  “This body will be left a complete idiot, of course,” Sarnoff said. “But your mind should snap back to your own body—and if I’m right, it will be only a few minutes in your time after you left. There’s no real time-barrier for the mind—and no reason to expect the time spent here to be equalled by elapsed time in a trance back there. Maybe you can help by focussing your thoughts on when you want to return; I don’t know.”


  Blake had wondered about that. He tried to think of his body just after his mind had left it, while Sarnoff adjusted the mind-burner. Then, without preamble or wasted farewells, the scientist depressed the switch.


  For a moment, it was horrible, as it had been before. Then the full power seemed to snap his thoughts out into a roaring nothingness. Something pulled at him. Unlike the force trip into the future, the move back was almost instantaneous.


  THOMAS BLAKE found his arm half-way to the light switch. He dropped it, and looked at the clock; but the faint sounds of the party still going on downstairs convinced him. He was back in his own world—and almost no time had elapsed there.


  Sarnoff, Sherry, assassination . . .


  He could feel it slipping from him. There was no machine here to intensify his thoughts, and to force them onto his brain cells and channel them into his permanent memory, as had been done by Sarnoff when his mind first touched the brain of Jed.


  And the brain cells could not absorb what had happened during long days, now in these first few seconds of awakening. But now, whatever his mind-matrix was, it was slipping back into relation with those cells. It was like a dream that seems to be completely intense and to span hours, but which slips out of the mind, almost as soon as that mind awakens.


  Blake jumped for the wire-recorder, and began spouting the bits he still remembered into it, before they could go. But he found curiously little to dictate; he’d been in the future where he’d tried to kill himself. There’d been a girl named Sherry. And he’d had hairy hands—aside from that, he had no idea of what he’d looked like. He’d never seen a reflection of his face.


  He dredged up other bits, but most of it was gone, except for the general realization that it had not been a dream. But what he had dictated was still more than he could have remembered—it was already more than he sensed he had known as his older self.


  Then he glanced down to see that the recorder was still turning—but without effect. He’d forgotten to replace the spool of wire!
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  Gideon Pierce came into the office of Governor Blake, shaking his head. “You were right, Tom. They had a deal cooked up, just as you thought; I must be getting old.”


  Blake grinned at him, but he secretly agreed. Pierce should have spotted the opposition move. In time, you could get used to such business, and learn to expect the moves before they came. He’d have to watch Pierce from now on; the man had been loyal enough, but still . . .


  Well, Blake thought, I’m not naive any more. Idealism is a good thing, the only important thing. But a man has to he a realist, too. Like that business of the gun James had invented. It had to be given to the people, of course—but they had to be protected from the crackpots who might seize on it first. It was a problem and one that could only be faced realistically.


  “Forget it, Gideon,” he said; “we all slip sometimes. Go back down there and keep them whipped into line. We’ve got to put that across, if I’m to get the nomination for President this time.”


  He watched Pierce leave, and consulted his calendar. There was only an appointment with the mathematician—a brilliant man, even if a bit too starry-eyed. Still, if his theory of cause and effect could be proved, it should make a difference. It began to look as if all the predestination he’d been worrying about was as much nonsense as the argument about how many angels could dance on the head of a pin.


  But that appointment could be postponed. He flipped through his book, until he came to another name. Then he reached for his intercom.


  “Call up Professor Houton, Miss Brightley, and ask him if he can change that appointment to next week at the same time,” he instructed. “Then get ahold of Ainslee—you have his number—and tell him it’s urgent I see him this afternoon. As soon as he can make it.”


  Ainslee should be a good man to replace Pierce. A little cold-blooded, perhaps but he got things done. . . .


  Blunder Enlightening


  Dave Dryfoos


  On this world in the system of Altair, Sam Sarno and his wife encountered something humans had never dreamed of. They were prepared for alien life that might be hostile, or fearful, or any variation in between. But the beings here simply and flatly ignored man . . .


  TRUDGING homeward over the rolling prairie of planet Altair 3, bright Altair itself sinking swiftly behind him, his shadow lengthening in front, Sam Sarno let his head hang, his shoulders sag, his feet stumble heedlessly among the mossy tussocks. He was tall, blond, husky, and rugged-looking; yet he walked like an old man. He knew it—and for the moment didn’t care.


  He’d spent the day ranging through a native garden now out of sight to the rear, clambering up and down a high granite cliff that overhung the garden. The exertion hadn’t exhausted him—he was young and athletic.


  The planet Altair 3 was strange and virgin to human beings. Unknown, unrecognizable dangers might be hiding behind the nearest bush, lurking under the ground, infesting every breath of air. Sam Sarno had been especially selected and trained for duty in such places, was mentally and temperamentally prepared for the strain. Beyond routine precautions drilled into him till they were second nature, he took no heed of hazards.


  It was defeat that bowed his shoulders—the complete, utter, incomprehensible failure that his excursion had been. He felt weighted down by shame, crushed under the need to admit once again that he’d gotten exactly nowhere in his efforts to contact the natives.


  He didn’t know what to tell Sally, his wife; he couldn’t understand why he’d failed. The situation was clear-cut; the prescribed methods of dealing with it, infallible. The rock-paintings on the cliff behind him proved the existence of a culture here, and Sam had been trained to make swift, smooth contact with cultured non-terrestrials.


  Those paintings were really something, Sam admitted to himself. Seen from the ship that had brought him, they’d seemed grander than any works of graphic art on Earth; and a closer view confirmed their merit. Huge, they were; colorful, abstract, harmonious—obviously the creations of intelligent beings.


  Because it is comparatively easy to see through an atmosphere from the top down he’d been able to observe the painters at work, even while still aboard ship. They were odd-looking creatures: small, clingy, grotesque—but cultured, just the same.


  It was then that he and Sally had been given the job of contacting these painters; marooned here to live with them for six months; ordered to make an anthropological study of their culture, before announcement of the planet’s discovery led to an influx of traders who’d bring in new products and methods, missionaries who’d bring new ideas.


  Sam remembered how honored he and Sally had felt when they got their assignment. It was their first major one; and, as he had to admit, easy as such jobs go—especially since neither weapons nor factories to make them had been seen from the ship.


  That is—it should have been easy. Altair 3 was in many ways comparable to Earth. Size, mass, radiation received, length of day, chemical composition—all were similar. The Universe having been created all at one time, evolutionary forces must have operated on Altair 3 about as long as on Earth—should have gone about as far. By rights, a terrestrial man should have much in common with these natives; contact ought to have been quickly established.


  But it hadn’t been. Today, as on all previous days, the natives had completely ignored him: Sam couldn’t see why.


  OF COURSE, the painters, now—and there’d been three of them again today, at work on widely-separated ledges along the granite escarpment—the painters might possibly have resented his intrusion while they labored. They’d been busy enough, clinging there high above the ground, hanging on with all four feet, spreading with the fingers of both hands the pigments held in gourds suspended from prehensile tails.


  They looked like unintelligent bugs, with their oily, lozenge-shaped exoskeletal bodies, only three feet long. Still, they were artists, beyond any doubt. They might be not only intelligent, but temperamental; maybe that was why they’d seemed to look right through him after he’d risked his neck climbing the cliff to get near.


  They had eyes, though; the nature of their paintings made it clear that they saw the same things Sam did. And anyway there was no such excuse for that other native—the one who’d been standing in the garden below the cliff. Just standing around, it had been, rubbing its three-thumbed, five-fingered hands together, not doing a thing. Yet that one had ignored him, too.


  The whole mess was completely frustrating. Sam almost wished the natives had been hostile, or thievish, or frightened: then he’d have known what to do. But never, on any of the sixteen extra-solar planets previously visited, had terrestrial man been simply ignored; it was unbelievable. And Sam would be blamed for it.


  No use dwelling on that, though: no use letting Sally see how dejected he felt. Topping the last rise, Sam consciously squared his shoulders, even broke into a shambling trot for the last hundred yards to his prefabricated shack.


  Sally waited at the door, dark hair carefully brushed, disposable dress new, full lips brightly tinted. These past few months she’d seemed to grow even prettier than she’d been before.


  But her eyes were heavy. Sam often felt—and often said—that his wife’s blue eyes were so big, anybody could see through them and tell what she was thinking. Right now, he was sure, she shared his sense of failure.


  He kissed her without a word. Then he admitted, “No luck, hon . . . Anything new here?”


  “Ants,” she said, closing the door behind him. “Not real ones, but something like. I followed their trail back to the nest. It was like an anthill, more or less. Social. Cooperative. They seem to like sweets and dislike water. Anyhow, I swept them out and set the table-legs in water filled cans.”


  “Lifted the table? In your condition?”


  “Exercise is good for expectant mothers,” Sally said, somewhat mockingly. “I can show you where it says in the book.”


  Suddenly she cast herself heavily to the cot. “But,” she said. “But, Sam—worry isn’t good for me . . .”


  “No.” Sam walked up and down, accurately gauging his stride to the tiny room. “No, worry isn’t good, and you know that; so not only do you worry, but you worry about worrying. And I worry about your worrying about your worrying. Where does it get us?”


  “No place,” Sally said flatly. “That’s why I’ve quit; I’m through worrying about our mission here, our careers, or anything else except our baby.”


  SAM TRIED not to show how disturbed he felt. “That’s normal, dear,” he said. “They probably expected this would happen to you; that’s why they’re bringing the ship back in another four months. I’ll attend to everything, meanwhile—you can just take it easy.”


  “No, Sam. You don’t know what it’s like, to be left alone all day. Suppose those ant-things had been poisonous?”


  “But they weren’t! You’re borrowing trouble, Sal.”


  “You mean you don’t care what happens to me?”


  “Of course I care, damn it! That’s why I’m working so hard! You know perfectly well that the discovery of this planet will be announced before the ship comes back here. Traders and explorers will be here long before substitutes can be found for us. If we don’t do the job we were sent here to do, nobody will—and maybe you don’t think we won’t be fired for that! I’d be lucky to wind up in a dull, routine, underpaid rut as a terrestrial school-teacher, or something!”


  “I don’t care! I don’t want to be left alone here ever again! And I can’t go walking all over the place, either!”


  No, of course she couldn’t . . . And it was, Sam thought, normal for an expectant mother to make unexpected demands. Should he humor her till the storm blew over? Or put his foot down now? He tried a compromise—reasonableness.


  “If we don’t make friends with the natives,” he said, keeping his voice low and earnest, “they may decide we’re enemies.”


  “Maybe they already have,” Sally burst out; “maybe their ignoring tactics are just a blind, while they gather forces. Maybe—maybe if you knew what it’s like, puttering around here all alone every day, you’d stay home once in a while.”


  She began to sob, and Sam tried to comfort her, sitting beside her on the cot, stroking and kissing her, murmuring reassurance into her pretty pink ear.


  But tenderness was not enough. The flow of tears would not stop till after he found himself promising to stay home and let the natives go hang.


  “And I mean it!” Sally insisted, sitting up and pushing damp hair out of her eyes. “Let them come to us, if they’re interested.”


  “Sure, Sal. Whatever you say,” Sam answered. Anything to make her quit crying. Anything! “Tell you what,” he added. “I’ll build a fire outside and cook up a barbecue. How’d you like that, for a change?”


  “Don’t go too far away after fuel,” Sally said dully.


  He didn’t. He made a point of bustling into the shack every few minutes on some inconsequential errand, loudly whistling and singing as he trotted around.


  But Sally was having none of his elaborate good cheer. She lay on the cot and stared at the ceiling, movingly pale and listless.
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  SAM COULD think of nothing to do but keep busy. Besides, the day’s activity had given him an appetite.


  He started a fire, using a chopped-up crate as kindling, and threw on some dried-out local vegetation to make coals. From the cases of food, piled next to the shack for want of space within it, he dug out a tinned ham that had been saved for a holiday treat. Then, while the fire burned down, he concocted a spicy barbecue sauce and got the side dishes ready.


  When finally prepared, dinner included soup made of local water and a dried mix; broiled dehydrated potatoes; ham, and the remains of a prepared-mix cake Sally’d made the day before. Sam found he’d forgotten the vegetables Sally needed, and shamefacedly made up for them by giving her an extra vitamin-pill.


  Even without vegetables, the meal was a feast, compared to their usual fare; to top off the occasion, Sam had put decorative candles on their small folding table, and set the places nicely. But Sally ate only enough to be polite, and then, complaining of a headache, went right to bed.


  Her apathy was infectious. Sam washed the utensils in a bucket at the nearby creek, sloppily, and dried them over the fire to kill any strange organism picked up in the washing. Chores finished, he didn’t know what to do with himself. The meal, he felt, had been as much of a failure as the rest of the day’s efforts.


  For lack of anything better to do, he got out a flashlight, and in its brightness extracted a chocolate-flavored ration-bar from an opened case. Then, after unwrapping it, he found he had no appetite for chocolate, after all. He stuffed the bar uneaten into a pocket of his jacket and wandered aimlessly up and down in front of the shack, staring at the strange constellations overhead, and testing how far he could see along the moonless landscape under the faintly-glowing permanent aurora, so much brighter here than on Earth.


  Back toward the granite cliff, whose top, a good mile off, showed dark and jagged above the plain, was a moving shape; a native. Sam had never before seen one at night, and watched closely to determine if it were approaching the house.


  It wasn’t, he decided; it was circling the place. A sign of curiosity, he thought vaguely, and felt faint stirrings of hope. But soon the buglike figure disappeared, and Sam lost interest. He flung a few more sticks onto the fire, and groped his way to bed.


  He fell asleep as soon as his ear nestled into the pillow. He awakened feeling he’d never slept at all.
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  Sally was shrieking at him. “Sam!” she cried, shaking his shoulder. “Sam! Get up! Sam! The house is burning!”


  Dazedly climbing from bed, stumbling out the door in bare feet and pajama-bottom, Sam felt again that congealing sense of failure. Everything was going wrong—even the barbecue he’d staged to amuse Sally.


  He discovered the fault wasn’t his, this time. The cooking fire was down to embers—it was the stack of crated supplies that burned so luridly and smokily. A trail of smoldering moss led from the barbecue pit to the pile of cased goods, and from there—he ran to see—went out fifty feet from the house. At the end of the singed trail lay a native, his oily surface ablaze, his body shriveling as it writhed.


  The native made no sound, but his searing agony was plain to see. Sam dashed for the bucket, dumped the dishes from it, and raced to the creek. Three times he flung a bucketful of water over the native’s carapace before the flames were smothered. By then it was too late; the creature’s life had guttered out.


  And the priceless supplies were going! The pile was afire along its outer border, as if the native had tried to scrape out the flames he bore on projecting cases.


  And Sally? She was running around barefoot, carrying things from the threatened house.


  “Get some clothes on!” Sam shouted. “And don’t lift anything heavy!”


  HE DUG INTO the piled goods like a small insect boring through sand, carrying the innermost cases away from the shack’s wall where they’d been stacked. Then, with the hopelessly inadequate bucket, he wet down roof and walls, trying to keep them from burning, putting out the sparks that conspired to leave him homeless.


  Time itself seemed to be caught up in the blaze. Sam never knew how often he rushed back and forth from house to creek, flinging water, carrying crates, filling the bucket, glancing occasionally at Sally, then rushing to the creek again for still more water.
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  Altair was half way between horizon and zenith before the last wisp of smoke had died down. The shack was intact, but its salvaged contents lay strewn over an acre of landscape. Sam was burned, bruised, blistered, and exhausted. And Sally was once more on the verge of hysteria.


  “What do we do now?” she wailed.


  He kissed her. “Well, that fire’s out,” he said, smiling wanly. “I guess the first thing we do is light another—in the stove.”


  Sally made breakfast as if under opiates, while Sam washed, dressed, and hauled back to the shack a few of the things she’d just carried out. It was a dismal meal, eaten in silence. As soon as it was over, Sally got sick. Sam put her to bed, and spent the day trying to bring order out of the chaos that surrounded him.


  Disposing of the corpse—simple enough, so far as the work of it went—gave him the most trouble. Sam buried his hopes with those charred remains. On Altair 3 as elsewhere, he decided gloomily, there must certainly be taboos concerning the dead. In the light of native customs that he’d so miserably failed to learn, he was very probably mishandling the body. And even if he weren’t, the natives most likely considered him a murderer . . .


  As he re-piled crates, carried personal effects back into the shack, fixed lunch, cleaned, swept, and tried to make a few essential repairs, Sam kept looking over his shoulder. It was, ho told himself derisively, as if he had a nervous tic.


  But he couldn’t stop. He couldn’t help wondering when the natives would descend upon him; to demand their comrade’s body and take revenge for his death.


  THEY DIDN’T come all that day. When, having made a light supper and cleaned up after it, Sam felt free to crawl between the sheetless blankets on the cot, he had decided these bug-things must be trying to ignore death itself.


  The thought gave him no pleasure. He’d promised Sally not to seek out the natives; he knew that if he did so, he might well be punished as a criminal. But, lying there in the darkness, Sam found himself face to face with a fact he’d been avoiding all day.


  He absolutely must get hold of those creatures, now. He’d lost too much food in the fire, was no longer self-sufficient enough to get by without their help. Sally would starve if he continued to fail.


  “But you promised!” she said at breakfast next morning. “Besides, they’ll probably kill you!”


  “I don’t believe so,” he hedged. “I’ll bet they have no enemies of any kind, and don’t even know what an enemy is. We’ve never seen a single predator here, remember; there probably aren’t any. I suspect that all the local animals are vegetarians—all we’ve seen eating were. And with the native population as low as it seems to be, I doubt they have to compete for food, either. Most likely the lack of both enemies and competitors is what makes these painters ignore us—we’re just nothing for them to worry about.”


  “They’re probably worried now,” Sally objected. “One of them died here, and the way he died makes me think he didn’t know what fire is. So they can’t be very far advanced—not worth investigating, Sam.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” he argued. “They seem to be highly inflammable—on account of their oily surface, most likely. Man could experiment with fire because a minor mistake meant only a minor burn but maybe these creatures can’t touch fire without being burned to death.”


  “They must be awfully stupid, then, because one of them did touch fire.”


  “He was a painter, maybe. At least, he almost certainly appreciated form and color. Flame and coals are beautiful, and probably were unfamiliar to him. So he picked up a pretty bauble that was a hot coal—”


  “You promised! You could at least try to find some local foodstuffs without wandering off after natives. They won’t help you. And if they never cook anything, they probably have a lot of foods we couldn’t eat.”


  “All right,” Sam said resignedly. “I’ll do it your way. But I’ve got to get out and around. I’ll try to see what the local animals eat that looks possible for us, maybe find some berries I can experiment with . . .”


  He pushed back his folding chair, anxious to get away before Sally pursued his plans to their ultimate implications, saw the hazards of his simple scheme.


  On the one hand, he remembered that most things poisonous to terrestrial man were also poisonous to other terrestrial life-forms. Sprays and baits harmless to man and fatal to vermin, for instance, were few, and artificially developed. In theory, he might be able to eat what other animals ate.


  But if this were a vegetarian world, as he suspected, then toxic secretions would have special survival-value for plants provided with them. There were probable plenty of poisonous plants here. Plenty! He’d have to be awfully careful . . .


  “I don’t want you horsing around, Sal,” he said from the doorway. “I’ll do all the experimenting, understand? And from now on, I’ll fix my own meals—the remaining supplies are for you.”


  “But that’s not fair!”


  “Well, you’ve got more than just yourself to be fair to.”


  “Oh, Sam!” She rose and clung to him. “Don’t be gone long, darling.”


  “Oh, no,” he assured her. “I’m just out for a little walk.” And to prove it, he left without the belt holding his canteen and emergency rations.
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  HE MISSED the weight around his hips. Passing the creek, he felt suddenly thirsty, yet hesitated to drink water that he’d never tasted undistilled. No use experimenting with it, he decided; the still was undamaged.


  But thirst grew as he wandered on. He knew it was psychological—a trick of his vagrant mind. He put a pebble under his tongue.


  Without conscious thought, he’d started in his usual direction, toward the garden and the cliff behind it. Carefully he observed the small animal-forms that crawled, wriggled, ran, and flew out from under his feet. None of them seemed to be eating at the moment.


  Well, if he couldn’t eat what they ate, he could possibly eat some of them. American Indians, he remembered, had liked grasshoppers; he was himself fond of shrimp.


  But if there were no predators here, it might be a mistake for him to act like one—to make himself feared. Not, of course, that the natives’ reactions would matter. He had no intention of getting in touch with them, Sam reminded himself.


  Certainly not! He’d only chosen this particular direction to walk in because he knew the way. He was going to the garden as a matter of course, because its obviously artificial plantings might be crops. There wasn’t the slightest chance, Sam emphatically told himself, that he’d break his promise to Sally.


  But when he got to the garden, Sam could clearly see, as he’d seen many times, before, that it wasn’t a farm; the several acres contained too wide a variety of plants. The place was, more like a horticultural museum than a food-growing area.


  Whether the plants were of types selected for food or for ornamentation, he couldn’t tell. They were all sizes and shapes—lichens as big as pines, shrubs that looked like miniature hardwoods, flowering plants, and some that seemed downright ugly.


  He looked among them for fruits and berries, handicapped by the fact he was not a biologist but a sociologist—remorseful because he’d never before searched out local food-resources. Painstaking effort redoubled his thirst—made him hungry despite the short time since breakfast. And, as Altair rose higher and higher, his appetite acquired a genuine excuse for its clamor.


  Regularly, every fifteen minutes, he told himself he must go back before Sally got upset again, just as regularly, he assured himself that in another fifteen minutes he’d find manna.


  Under the influence of hunger, his sense of smell became more active. He sniffed the wind like a hound—and found a message in it. There was an odor borne on the light breeze—something he couldn’t place, though it seemed familiar. Something pleasant; he decided to trace the scent to its source.


  THE SOURCE was a pool in a corner of the garden—slightly scummy, bubbling occasionally, clouded, and brownish. The tall vegetation that grew all around had concealed it from his earlier, more casual inspections.


  Leaning over the pool, he recognized its odor, or thought he did. It was yeasty, like a bakery. Or—that was it—a brewery! Something was fermenting here.


  He felt an overwhelming desire to taste the product of that fermentation. Thirst, in the back of his mind for hours, now became a sharp-nailed hand, clawing at his throat. Alcohol was a disinfectant, he assured himself; this would be safer to drink than water.


  Kneeling, he thrust a hand beneath the scummy surface, finding the fluid warmish, slightly viscid. He cupped his fingers and drew out a small amount. It smelled good.


  His hand didn’t cool very rapidly in the air—not the way it would have if the fluid had been high proof. There couldn’t be enough alcohol in it to hurt him, he decided; he thrust out his tongue and licked up the few drops that had not yet dribbled through his fingers.


  They tasted sweetish, as if the fluid were high in sugar content. Perhaps it might give him a little quick energy, stave off hunger as well as thirst. He cupped both, hands together, plunged them into the pool, drew out a fairish quantity, and gulped it down.


  The drink gave him no pleasure. A sense of guilt had touched his mind before the fluid touched his stomach. He became fully aware that this was an unnecessary risk—mentally acknowledged that, for Sally’s sake, he should have been more careful. Furtively he rose to leave.


  As he turned away, his attention was caught by a rapid motion seen in the corner of one eye. From halfway around the pool, a native waved its arms vigorously and looked straight at him.


  It could have been the one he’d seen in the garden yesterday, Sam thought, but he wasn’t sure; all the creatures looked alike to him. Certainly this one displayed excitement, though; it seemed to be waving him away from the pool!


  Well, to hell with that, Sam decided. This stuff seemed to be harmless—refreshing, in fact. Besides, if the beast wanted to communicate with him, it could damned well go jump. He’d promised Sally, and by golly he wasn’t going to have anything to do with them; defiantly, he took another drink.


  By the time he’d risen and wiped his lips on his sleeve and his hands on his pants, the native was upon him, showing unmistakable agitation in the urgent way it waved its arms. Impulsively, Sam thrust out his hand, and mockingly said, “How do you do?”


  There was no audible reply. The native stopped waving its arms, took Sam’s warm damp hand in a cooler, oily, hard one, and drew him away from the pool, scuttling backward. Mildly repelled, but not frightened, Sam disengaged his hand and followed freely.


  He stumbled, though, and had to be helped by a renewed grip of that shell-coated hand. On his empty stomach the alcoholic fluid churned and burned; he was getting drunk, knew it, and was very much amused at the idea.


  Sam permitted himself to be drawn into the shade of some trees. Then, suddenly obstinate, he balked. Instead of going further, he lay down, giggling.


  Dizziness stopped the giggles, Sam felt dissociated from himself, as if floating free in space, whirling around and around like a planet in its orbit, except that he was sun as well as planet. The trees around him circled nauseatingly. The native wavered as if seen through heated air.


  Sam shut out these sights by closing his eyes. Almost immediately, he was whirled off into sleep.


  EVENING’S chill awakened him.


  His head ached. He was stiff from lying on the ground; he was dizzy; his stomach was upset. For a few seconds he not only forgot where he was, but feared to open his eyes and find out.


  When he did open them, it was to squint at a gyrating world only now slowing down from the rotation that had sent him to sleep. As the speed decreased, he made out the sheltering vegetation, and what looked like several natives.


  He’d never before seen several natives in a group. He thought he was deluded, and closed his eyes to shut out the hallucination. Then, captiously, he opened just one eye, and looked again.


  No, by golly! He wasn’t suffering from double vision! Six unblinking natives stared in a row!


  Carefully, Sam moved each aching limb in turn. They felt battered, but more or less whole. And they were unrestrained. He rolled over to his stomach and got slowly to hands and knees. The exertion made him violently ill.


  It took five minutes to get to his feet. The natives offered helping hands, but he rudely brushed them off. He wished they’d do something he could blame them for; it would be nice to say this was all their fault.


  But it wasn’t. He knew exactly where he was, now—and how he’d gotten there. He promised not to leave Sally alone, and had left her alone. He’d promised not to have anything to do with the natives, and had displayed obvious weakness before them. He had come out to find food, and had gotten drunk. He was, Sam felt, the lowest form of life that had ever fouled up an important assignment.


  He must get control of himself. Those beasts were probably plotting some fiendish revenge for the one that had burned. And he could hardly stand without falling.


  Maybe another drink would fix him, Sam felt vaguely. Sure—hair of the dog!


  Ignorant of the proper direction to take, he staggered off in search of the pool, the natives following in a silent semicircle.


  He found it. Guided by odor or submerged memory, he stumbled through the growth around it, flopped to his knees, blew some of the scum away, rested his hands on the bottom, and drank.


  A native tugging at his jacket made him stop. He looked around, and saw that the other five were waving their arms frantically.


  Sam didn’t care. The natives seemed suddenly ridiculous, like a team of cheerleaders from some school for defectives. He was going to settle his—urps!—settle his stomach. And then go home, s’help him.


  But after he’d had another drink, and had gotten clumsily to his feet with only the native who clung to his jacket keeping him from falling into the pool, Sam decided he couldn’t go home yet, though it was almost dark. Nope! Dark or not, gotta have something to show for this little excursion. Gotta bring home some food!


  Since the natives were gesturers, he gestured, making all the signs he could think of for eating, food, hunger, and weakness. They seemed mainly interested in edging him away from the pool. He gave up signaling, therefore, and plucked a lettuce-like leaf from a plant beside him, opening his mouth to eat it.


  INSTANTLY the natives closed in, tearing the leaf from his grasp, forcing him to wipe his hand on the ground. They had little regard for his thin skin—scraped some of it off on the twigs and pebbles underfoot, made it to blister.


  Sam didn’t like that. He lurched away from them down the aisle of plantings to a bush with small berries on it, like pepper-corns. He plucked a few, and tried to eat them.


  Again his find was knocked from his hand. This time, though, the natives didn’t damage his skin. They’d better not! Sam told himself fiercely.


  He tried another plant, tearing a fleet of soft and rubbery bark from the tree nearby. Once more the material was taken violently from him; this time three of the natives grasped his clothing, trying to pull him in a specific direction.


  Out of the garden, he thought. Away from their precious plants. But they had plenty—they could afford to share them!


  “No, you don’t!” he muttered, and savagely beat them off.


  What happened next was never clear to him. All six natives seemed to close in as if by signal. With horny hands they pounded at his legs. The more he struggled, the harder they hit.


  Finally, he tripped. Then, with a single sharp blow to the base of his skull, one of them knocked him out.
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  He came to with the sensation of being carried—horizontally, but face downward; his nose kept bumping something.


  Opening his eyes, he found that his nose was bumping the back of a native. He was being carried feet first through the darkness on two of them, while others grasped him with painfully claw-like hands. He felt awful.


  An overwhelming desire to escape surged through him. But it had been, he recalled, another overwhelming desire—to drink from that loathsome pool—that had gotten him into this mess. He lay still, letting consciousness return slowly but fully. He was almost sober, now; sober enough to feel both sick and sorry.


  And helpless. He’d fought these natives once, and lost. Might lose again. And if he escaped, would they be far behind? He had no place to run but the shack, no desire to lead a group of irate captors to Sally.


  Besides, it was dark, now. He couldn’t see where he was going. And it wouldn’t help anything if he found out. He decided to let them revenge themselves, satisfy themselves. As far from the shack as possible. It was the least he could do.


  He was feeling quite heroic when they set him on his feet, but that pleasant sensation evaporated when he saw why he’d been released.


  They wanted him to open the door of his shack. Obviously they had seen him pass through here, but apparently they didn’t know how to work the latch. He realized they must long have been aware that he’d regained consciousness.


  What could he say to Sally? Sam wondered frantically. What could he do to avoid shocking her?


  He’d never before been brought home drunk. Searching his mind for the right way to greet her, he called, “Company, honey,” and waited for her to answer.
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  SALLY held a lamp in his eyes as she swung open the door. “Good grief!” she gasped. “Are you all right?”


  “Fine,” he assured her, grinning as he swayed.


  She moved closer, as if to kiss him, then sniffed suspiciously. She stepped back, and only then noticed the natives standing behind him in expressionless array. She nearly dropped the lamp.


  “It’s all right, Sal,” Sam said, shuffling his feet. “These boys are friends of mine.” He was aware of thickness in his speech, but couldn’t seem to control it.


  The impediment served a purpose, he observed. Sally’s initial shock gave way to indignation: she was much too angry to be frightened. “Your friends can put you to bed,” she sniffed, tossing her head. “I certainly won’t.” She stood aside. Without help, Sam managed to cross the threshold and sit on the cot. The natives stared through the doorway. Sam got up, took the hand of one, and led it within. The others followed, and he closed the door.


  The natives huddled in the center of the floor, filling the room. Sally shrank into a corner by the stove.


  “My own dear Trojan Horse,” she jeered. “Wooden head and all.”


  “This is what we were sent here to do, Sal,” Sam said reasonably.


  “It’s what you promised not to do,” she reminded him.


  “I couldn’t help it,” he said. “They came to me. A good thing, too, come to think of it; I was trying to eat things in the garden, see? They wouldn’t let me, and now I’m getting the idea they’ve got nothing but poisonous plants there, probably to teach their young. Sure! That would explain why they got so excited. And see, I’ve got a little skin-allergy on my hand, like poison ivy.”


  He held it up for her inspection.


  A look of sympathy passed swiftly over her face, and was as swiftly repressed. “Do they have a bar up there, too?” she asked, much too sweetly.


  “No. But alcohol is a poison, of sorts. So they have a fermenting pool up there. I didn’t drink very much, but I haven’t had anything to eat all day—”


  “I’m not going to cook for you now,” Sally stated. “We can’t feed them all, and you can’t just eat while they watch; you’ll have to wait till they go.”


  Resignedly, knowing she was right, Sam thrust his dirty hands into his jacket pockets. He felt something, fingered it, and recognized the chocolate bar. Just the thing!


  CLUMSILY Sam took out the bar, wiped a few crumbs of dirt from it, and with his pocket-knife cut it into eight small but more or less equal parts. The natives watched fixedly.


  He gave a piece to each of them, one to Sally, and kept one. The natives held theirs and watched him.


  “This is to eat,” he said, and thrust his entire portion into his mouth. Sally did likewise. Hesitantly, looking from them to one another, the natives nibbled with chitinous mandibles at the small brown squares. One by one, their bits of chocolate disappeared.


  “Sally, I think they like the stuff,” Sam said, pleased with himself; “I think they want some more.”


  “Well, they can’t have any,” Sally said; “we can’t spare it.”


  “ ‘All right.” Turning to the silent natives, Sam displayed empty hands, turned his pockets inside out, and shrugged. “No more,” he said, and shook his head. “And I’m still hungry, too.” He rubbed his belly, and pulled tight his jacket’s belt to show emptiness beneath it.


  The natives looked at one another and seemed to commune. They turned to the door. Stepping carefully between them, Sam opened it. They marched out single file and disappeared into the night.


  “Rude, aren’t they,” Sally said, grinning relievedly in spite of herself. “When the food runs out, they go home.”


  “I don’t know,” Sam said. “All day I’ve been trying to show them we need something to eat. Maybe they have the idea, finally; maybe they’re going to get us something.”


  “Yes?” Sally was staring out the shack’s rear window, her face shocked and pale. “Look! They’ve found the grave!”


  They had indeed. Under the dim auroral light they’d already begun to burrow through the soft, recently-spaded dirt for the body of their comrade. Sam watched with bated breath as they recovered the corpse, loaded it onto the back of one of their number, and bore it away out of sight along the dark and rolling plain.


  He reached out to grip his wife’s arm. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m a fool and I know it.”


  “Maybe they do, too,” Sally said thoughtfully. She was silent a moment, her forehead puckered in thought.


  “You know,” she went on, “seriously, Sam, that might be the key to this whole nightmare. I mean, look—the natives know about these ant-like social life-forms that live here. Those insect-things have a complicated social life, but all on the basis of built-in drives. They just react to endocrine secretions and the like, and don’t think the way we do. Their patterns of action are complicated, but unchanging.


  “Maybe the natives ignored us because they thought we were just a pair of strange animals, of no interest since we’re neither enemies nor competitors—you yourself said they have none—going through our complicated, instinctive, unrationalized routine. Today, though, you proved them wrong by going out and acting foolishly, in a way that obviously was not built-in.”


  “You’re sweet,” Sam said, “to try making yourself believe that everything I’ve done was for the best. But—”


  “I’m not saying that! I’m only saying that rational beings are the ones with wills instead of drives; and it’s will and not instinct that gave you the capacity to go out and make a fool of yourself today. Animals never do so good a job. For instance, they usually leave alcohol alone unless first driven neurotic by artificial means—that’s been proved time and again, experimentally. Animals aren’t even likely to play around with something that’s none of their business—the way the native did last night trying to steal a piece of our fire. Maybe its mates recognize that we share its capacity for error.”


  Another thing that rational beings have, Sam reflected briefly, is a conscience. He wondered if it was his feeling of guilt that kept him from accepting Sally’s theory. Still . . . no use eliminating all her hopes . . .


  HE SAID, slowly, “I guess every animal on this planet—except a very young one—knows better than to drink from that pool. And I guess it might be called a clincher that I got drunk, slept, woke, was sick—and then went right back for another drink.”


  “Oh, you did!” Sally sounded genuinely shocked. “Well, I hope you feel as bad as you look!”


  “Worse,” Sam assured her. He got up, slopped water into a basin, and washed, avoiding her troubled eyes.


  Wouldn’t it be nice if she’d figured everything right, he told himself. Wouldn’t it be nice if the natives came back with a large supply of tasty and, nourishing food.


  But what if they’d gone for their soldiers, or their weapons?


  He didn’t want Sally to think of that. “You might as well turn in,” he said with elaborate casualness. “You’ve had a bad day. I’ll sit up a while, in case our guests come back. Have to be polite, you know.”


  “I’ll sit up with you,” Sally said sharply. “You might need me to reload.”


  Sam stared at her, wide-eyed and not wholly grateful that his mind had been so clearly read. But resentment gave way to affection. He kissed her, laid out his guns, and spent the rest of the night hauling in crated supplies and setting them around the interior walls to serve as breastworks.
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  It was dawn, when the natives returned. By then, Sally was dozing in a chair, and Sam, the cabin crowded to the roof, had stopped work to thoughtfully watch Altair climb the sky in a blaze of scarlet and gold, painting the granite cliff with colors more striking than any that rational beings had ever devised.


  “They’re coming,” he warned softly.


  Sally awoke, and rose swiftly but stiffly. “ ‘How close shall we let them come?” she asked.


  Sam hesitated then squeezed her hand as he gave her a gun. “When you said they might understand us, didn’t you mean it?” he asked gently.


  “I meant they might—yes.”


  “Well, I’m going out to meet them,” Sam said.


  “But—but they might kill you!”


  “Honey, a while ago you came up with a beautiful theory that rational beings can be distinguished from beasts because rational beings make such dopey mistakes. Well, while you’ve napped I thought up another couple of distinctions to take into account. One is, that only the rational can theorize in the way you did. The other is that lacking those built-in drives, we rational ones can act in brand new ways when we want to, and actually adapt our behavior to our theories. And that’s what I’m going to do.”


  “But Sam! My theory may be an awful mistake!”


  “To err is human,” he said, grinning over his shoulder as he opened the door. “And human is what we’re trying to prove we are.”


  But apparently Sam’s earlier blunderings had been enough to establish his rationality; for the natives brought nothing but food.


  “X” is for Expendable


  Dave Dryfoos


  There was one way I might be able to retire on my earnings, and with most of natural health and beauty—that was to come through with a series of big-time capers. If I didn’t, that “expendable” part of my job would find me listed as “expended” after a while. And this first caper had everything I needed for a good start—and the opposition had everything they needed for finishing me!


  1


  ONE LOOK at the vaulted interior of the Chase Bank, and I knew I had made a mistake. A quiet branch office was what I wanted, not the over-stuffed mausoleum downtown.


  Vice presidents come cheap at the Chase. About twenty of them droned at their desks, set in neat rows in the bull pen. Each VP was defended by two file-baskets, one desk-set, one visiphone plate, one blotter, and one extra chair for suckers. Uniformed guards hovered over the gate in the low walnut rail.


  The Cashier was my meat. I spotted the tiny black and silver sign over his door. He had a private office and a protective secretary. I let her peek at my badge; she popped her eyes and let me in at once.


  The Cashier had a sharp, knifey eye, keen enough for a big-shot in the System’s biggest bank. He slashed a glance at my badge and at me. “How much do you want?” he asked in a tone as cold as a frog’s belly.


  I had really only wanted a thousand or so, but his tone said he could count nothing smaller than millions.


  “Five thousand credits,” I said meekly. He sniffed; I was small fry. But he laid a comparative ophthalmascope against my right eye and slid my badge info its slot to check my retinal pattern against the magnetic image locked in the metal.


  “X-3206,” he read from my badge as he filled out the cashier’s check.


  “How do you want it?” the first paying-teller asked, impersonally.


  I didn’t really care, but I couldn’t help feeling conspiratorial—or maybe I was just feeling my oats. Anyway, I leaned one elbow on the counter and snarled, “Used twenties and fifties, Jack,” out of the corner of my mouth. I half-turned, and leered at the citizen behind me. That was wrong; he was one of those eager-beavers who spot a crook every time they see one, the kind that turns in police alarms. I picked up the dough without even counting it and beat it for the escalator to the surface.


  It made quite a wad, more dough than I had ever seen in my life. Every step of the way I could feel Fidgety Frank’s eyes crawl over the back of my neck, like two squashed bugs. I felt sort of scared.


  It wasn’t the first time that day I had felt scared. There had been a terse note on my desk first thing in the morning to see Foran. Visiphone would not do; he wanted a personal talk. You don’t like that kind of summons after only two weeks on the job.


  He had sagged through a few more birthdays than I had figured, maybe forty-five; it had grayed him some. He was sleepy-looking from too many years on the job and not very fast spoken. His story was written all over him; old-line bureaucrat, competent up to a point. But no real hot-shot would have been stuck in a backwater like the Cadmium Unit until he was forty-five.


  Foran knew I knew it. He was tough on young guys; he was tougher than that on me. “Good morning,” he said when I stepped into his office, conning slowly in his swivel chair to face me.


  “Good morning, Mr. Foran,” I replied respectfully.


  He slid down in his swivel-chair, and laced his fingers lightly together in his lap. His head tilted thoughtfully to one side, which let him look at me on the bias. It was a gray, dry look, tinged lightly with irony. “What’s your number, young man?” he asked.


  “X-3206, Mr. Foran.”


  “My, my,” he breathed. “If I remember my Academy days, ‘X’ stands for ‘expendable’.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  His head straightened up. “You don’t look very spent to me, young, man,” he said, his smile as dry as ashes.


  I didn’t think it very likely, but I gave him benefit of the doubt. I chuckled, as if he were a pretty funny guy. He chuckled back, as if he really wasn’t. “Tell me,” he asked, guileless as a pawnbroker. “Why did you decide to be an Expendable?”


  I told him the truth. “I’m a big strong ape, Mr. Foran; I figured I might bull my way through a few big plays before I get old and slow, and make enough reputation to be pulled out of the front lines and given a hot job while I was young enough to do something with it.”


  FORAN NODDED, carefully relacing his gray fingers in his lap. He turned his swivel-chair idly in a short arc. “Somebody was mean to you, young man,” he said. He kept tramping on that “young man” pedal. “The Cadmium Unit here has not been a very active front; you’ll have a hard time finding the big play you’re looking for. It’s a good place, though,” he went on in his soft, slow voice. “A good place for a young pup to cut his teeth.” He turned back, thudding the palm of his right hand softly against the chair arm. “But one thing, young man: the Cadmium Unit has been running like a well-oiled clock ever since I’ve been here; I expect our new people to remember that, and try to keep our high standards of quiet efficiency.”


  “Yes,” I agreed, “it is quiet here. On the other hand, I guess IPO must have had some reason for sending me to look you over.” I tried to work a friendly note into my voice. “But, shucks, Mr. Foran, what I’m doing won’t upset your routine at all.”


  It didn’t take. Quiet-spoken guys are funny when they get tough. They can’t shout; they have to get even more quiet to sound dangerous. Foran sounded very dangerous. “Look, Sonny,” he said leaning forward. “Don’t ever forget that I’m the boss here.” His gray eyes, brittle as the fracture in a casting reached at me from under his corrugated brow.


  “I want one thing understood with you,” he went on. “I expect that you will clear any of your projects with me before starting them.”


  That tore it. I shook my head regretfully.


  “No?” he asked.


  “No,” I said.


  His smile was clouded with regret. “All right,” he said softly. “You’re not the first hot-shot that has come gawking through my office, all feet and elbows. If you cross me, I know how to handle you.” He gave me his very, very dry chuckle, the one with death written on it in black, dried blood.


  “I don’t want to call you a bunch of bad names,” I said. “But don’t think for one minute I have been nibbling around the edges of this defunct operation for fun. Before ossification becomes complete, I’m turning in a report to IPO that will singe you plenty; you’ve let this thing become as full of holes as Swiss cheese.”


  Foran leaned back, a tired, victorious smile on his gray face. “Well, we got it out in Hie open at last,” he said.


  He kept on smiling dimly as he swung his chair away from me; it was a gesture reminiscent of an above-ground worker. He looked thoughtfully out a window that wasn’t there, forgetting he was in the thirty-third sub-basement, built two hundred years ago by a few farsighted guys in the old UN when they knew that war was coming. They had been abandoned catacombs for over a hundred years, but IPO had tunnelled to them from some place uptown, and you stole clandestinely to work by compressed air tube from a secret port in a deep office building in Yonkers.


  He pondered the imaginary view long enough to make my toes curl. “All alike,” he said, to no one in particular. “Go away,” he said, turning back at last. “You annoy me.”


  BACK IN the windowless little box I had for an office, I didn’t feel so damned smart. I slumped in the creaky swivel-chair they had dug up for me when I drifted in two weeks before, and looked at the disordered papers heaped on my desk. Dusty piles of invoices heaped on each corner. Worksheets; a batch of D & B reports; and about fifty cryptic memos to myself that I could not quite decipher, having thought of them in odd hours out of the office. One peered like poached egg on hash from the viands on a menu; one was on my laundry-list, and one disreputable note huddled on a piece of paper whose ancestry I felt I should not go into.


  With a finger on the visiphone dial, I decided there was no point calling IPO library downtown for more microfilm dope on cadmium shipments. The stuff was there, never fear, to hang Foran higher than a horse-thief; but the more I considered his confidence, the more sure I was he could bottle me up before I could button up my case against him.


  That put a crimp in my style. In the minutes since I had left him, I was sure Foran had started to block me at every turning. He would try to keep me off-balance until he cleaned up the mess in his operation. Worse than that, smug as the old goat was, he would never think to check on what had slid by him in the past few months—he would scarcely dare to admit that had happened.


  Maybe I was a small cog in the intricate machine Society had jammed together to prevent atomic war, but I could not let Foran take chances with civilization just to keep the heat off his tail.


  Okay, that meant I had to take a powder. My “expendable” classification left me free to cut out on my own any time I felt like it. And I felt like it. Foran would snow me under, tie a can on me, if I didn’t; he was looking out for Number One.


  You can’t hit for the boondocks without some dough, especially when you don’t know how long you’ll be under cover. I had a couple names on a sheet of paper, which I grabbed, and then shuck-down to the tube. A quick ride uptown to our secret “Entrance” in Yonkers, and I was above-ground.


  The ’copter ride all the way downtown to the Main Office of the Chase Bank was about as depressing as a look at the atomic slag covering Manhattan always is. Its drab glassiness was broken here and there by pressure-domes protecting the entrances to the “Deeps”—big underground buildings—that were willing to go that far in admitting their presence. It had paid not to abandon the big slag-dunes after the atomblast that melted the city down—the sewage, subways and underground wiring made a nucleus for the new deep city to rise from, like Phoenix from his ashes.


  So I promoted five grand with my badge at the Chase and raced to the surface ahead of the coagulating worries of the depositor I had excited with my tough act. Standing on the slag outside the Chase’s pressure-dome, I called a ’copter by public radiophone. He let me off at 40 Worth Street, the heart of the non-ferrous metal district. There was no street there, of course, but the Deep kept the address it had sported before its above-ground portions had been melted down in the war.


  THE PRESSURE dome over 40 Worth was in disguise. An ersatz Greek temple covered the entrance—probably put up some time in the late Eighties, when there was a fad among architects to pretend they were designing above-ground structures; 40 Worth carried it to a silly extreme. The levels were quaintly numbered in the old style from the lowest up, rather than from the ground level-down. I got off the elevator first at “eleven.”


  After a couple of barren calls on cadmium jobbers on the eleventh level, I rode further down to the fourth.


  Haverford International, which had the whole fourth level, had a kind of simpering modesty about it. They deserved to be called “Haverford Interplanetary”, but I guess the firm-name ran back to the old days, and they were proud of it. The Haverfords were extinct—long since dead or bought out or squeezed out; a guy named Seeley was running things. I mooched around for a few hours with his order-clerk, looking over their cadmium shipments, and came back around quitting time to Seeley’s office, a couple more memos to myself in my hand.


  Seeley was a man to be remembered for his shininess. His black hair was so smoothly brushed it shone; his finger nails, while free from polish, had been buffed to a fine gleam; his too-white teeth, set in his dark face, had a glassy patina. But his eyes were the shiniest of all—little black buttons set on mother-of-pearl whites. And he never took them off you.


  They were centered on my Adam’s apple when I returned to his office. “All clear?” he asked me. I shook my head but gave him a friendly smile.


  “Almost,” I said. “A few of your shipments could stand some chitchat.” He wanted to drag in a couple of hired hands, but I shook the idea off. “We don’t need facts right now,” I told him, “just an understanding,” He relaxed, but his hard shininess never dimmed.


  I told him that I had found that he had a pretty good-sized business in shipping cadmium to people we didn’t know as commercial users.


  He blinked and looked somewhat surprised. “So what?”


  I shook my head and gave him the rueful smile. “Well, you’re supposed to report that kind of cadmium shipment to IPO. Order M-73.”


  “Never heard of it,” he answered, shining glassily.


  So I told him that shipments of a long list of products to non-commercial users required a special report to IPO. He listened well, promised to do so in the future. He asked if there were a penalty for failure to file his reports, and wanted to know if he should call his lawyer.


  I told him to relax. “A lot of companies wander into business that requires reports, and never realize it.” I said. “No penalty; just check up on the order and keep us advised in the future. But for now, what do your know about these companies?” I looked at the sheets I had brought back? from his order clerk. “Centenary Disposal Company, Old Style Tinsmiths, Inc., Ro-Be-Lo Corporation and Queen City Instrument Company?”


  The shininess dimmed a little; he frowned. “Not a thing,” he said.


  “Well, who does?”


  He grunted and hunched forward in his big, high-topped director’s chair. “I don’t know,” he snapped; “is it a crime to sell cadmium?”


  That made me think. “Why, yes,” I told him blandly. “Under certain circumstances it’s a crime, the penalty for which is death; don’t you know that?”


  BOY, DID that make him sit up straight! He got white around the nostrils. His left hand started to creep across his big desk toward a row of buttons. I surged smoothly out of my chair and hooked a thigh on the corner of his desk, almost pinning his hand under me. Now he couldn’t reach the buttons without reaching around me.


  “What about your salesman,” I asked. “Won’t he know?”


  Seeley gulped. “Ah, yes . . . why didn’t I think of that. I’ll find out who he was.” Hie hand started around my left thigh for the buttons.


  I leaned over a little and pressed my left palm on his wrist. “No,” I said; “no buttons.” I let the hand up, and it drew back off the desk as he straightened in his chair.


  “But I thought you wanted to know who the salesman was.”


  “Sure; you know who he is.”


  “No!” He leaned for the buzzer-buttons again. I pushed him in the chest, not hard, but enough to bounce him back into the chair. “Who?” I demanded.


  Well, Seeley pretended to remember real hard. “Art Golz,” he decided at last. I thought it was funny that one salesman handled all four accounts, but I didn’t say so.


  “Where is he?”


  “I don’t know, but I can find out.” He went for the buttons again; that time I shoved his chest hard enough to bring his feet off the floor when he bounced back in the chair.


  Seeley got mad. “Damn it!” he swore. “Golz can be anywhere this side of Saturn! Do you expect I know where every one of fifty salesmen is?” The first push in the chest had gotten results. Never quit a winning game. I got a little tougher; I wiggled a finger at him. “Okay,” I said. “Press a button.” He leaned forward eagerly, and I caught him under the chin with the heel of my hand. His head snapped back and his body jarred into the chair. I leaned toward him. “I’ve had enough of your crap; where is he? Quick!”


  He got whiter and shinier than ever. “Merino’s Dugout,” he said breathlessly.


  “Where’s that?”


  “Times Square.”


  “Oh, here in New York, eh? I’m just a country boy, myself. Now tell me something, Mr. Man; how do I get out of this building without using the elevator?” He didn’t know, but his big plushy office said he was a liar. I looked around, and sure enough, there was a private elevator. The door opened with a key. I asked Seeley for the key; he shook his head.


  He gave in when I put my hand at the “V” of my jumper, as though I were going for a weapon under my left arm. He didn’t know there was nothing there more lethal than my “buzzer,” as the old hands call their badge. At best, it might have made a passable brass knuckle.


  Good sense would have required that I check into what kind of a place Merino’s Dugout was, but that would have meant a call into the office—and Foran undoubtedly had his dragnet out for me. Knowing I was trying to sail my own canoe, he would be using whatever means he knew to sink me.
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  MERINO’S was quiet as a church. The pressure-dome over its entrance, and a quite spectacular durolith-sign revolving in a drunken, hypnotic orbit, latest discovery of the advertising clan, belied its quiet, restful interior. It was what you might call a family tavern—just the kind of place you would pick if you wanted to tank up a little with the old lady.


  The sign proclaimed Merino’s was at Times Square. The slag around the entrance looked as drab as anywhere else on Manhattan, and I guess, if you know your old geography, that Merino’s had as valid a claim to the site as anyone.


  I asked for a quiet table, and got one they didn’t have any other kind.


  A sneering waiter took my order for a drink.


  He was gone only a few moments and came stealing back with my Martini. My upraised finger kept him at the table. “Page somebody for me?” I asked.


  “Who you want, sar?”


  “Arthur Golz.”


  “Who want him, sar?”


  “No name; he’s expecting me.”


  This time he stole away for many minutes. A band sighed softly somewhere, the electronic brass instruments nipping off delicate staccatos that no lip could have copied. Sterile stuff. No near-naked babes came around trying to peddle cigarettes, or pictures, or fluffy dolls. A few couples were dancing, hut unostentatiously. Outside of being a little ultra-modern, and a little more plushy than you’d like for a steady diet, the place had a nice hominess. I had gotten to the stage of eating my olive before the waiter rematerialized. “Come with me, sar,” he sneered.


  It occurred to me, as we walked down a blank corridor, after passing through a door near the orchestra, that I was rather lightly shod for the work that might be ahead. Too late, then; my badge, in its holster under my arm, grew ominously warm against my chest. A magnetic search-beam had frisked me for metal, looking for weapons.


  A light flared on the door at the end of the corridor. The waiter swooped and whirled in his tracks; his hands did something that I could not follow. I stumbled up against him and saw the undulating glint of a blade in his hand, against my navel. My uvula got a big growth on it. Very big.


  “Slow now,” said the waiter, accent completely gone. “You should know better.” His practiced hand found my buzzer in no time. He recognized it, blanched, and handed it back. He didn’t know my silence meant I couldn’t coax a single sound from my throat; he made me go through the door before him.


  WE WERE quite obviously in the manager’s office. Outside of the glow cast by a copper standing lamp, the room was in shadow. A pale suggestion of indirect lighting toned the vaguely distant ceiling. The thick, soft rug was a buff, just this side of being cream. Three large couches squatted in the penumbral edges of the room, trying hard to be a pale green in the dimness.


  Merino himself—it could be no other—was seated in a tall-backed chair of the same light green leather behind a desk that seemed carved from a solid block of obsidean. It was not cluttered with the usual impediments of office work. No file-baskets; no desk-set, no visiphone plate. The waiter must have made some sign, for Merino straightened abruptly; he was as white as his desk was black. His jumper was white, his boots were white antelope hide. His dicky and tie were both white. His skin had a pale transparency that told he never saw the sun, and his face was topped by a thinning halo of silver hair. The whole impression was one of ethereal intellectualism, somehow perverted.


  The waiter had made me, so I handed Merino my buzzer, which he looked at in silence, and gestured me to a seat. My words of thanks had a peculiarly flat sound in the air. The room was singularly free from echoes.


  “I’m looking for Arthur Golz,” I said.


  “I’m so happy,” murmured Merino; “have you found him?”


  “Your waiter thought so,” I said, poking a thumb at the man, who suddenly wasn’t there. In his place stood a lean, cadaverous, lantern-jawed gink in a brown traveling jumper.


  The skinny one answered. “Okay, so you found me. What about it?” His voice had the friendliness of a buzz-saw. I realized with a sinking in my stomach that Seeley had taken me; I had been had, and that damned business by the shiny guy about reaching for the buttons! When I thought back on it, it had been awfully easy to get Golz’ whereabouts from him. He must have been delighted when I wanted to meet his salesman. Golz didn’t look like the type who entertained out-of-town buyers to me. So I played it big.


  “We got the goods on you, Golz,” I said in my hard tone; “we tapped Seeley and he said we should squeeze you dry.”


  Golz not at all. “Your neck, pal,” I even teeth scattered thinly along his underslung lower jaw. “That would-be tough guy,” he jeered. “What are you after, snooper?” He stayed very close to my chair, bending a little from the waist. His knees seemed to be slightly flexed, as if he were about to spring.


  I tried my hard frown. It was a little inexperienced, and it dented Mr. Golz sneered, showing mottled, and told him. “But that can come later.”


  “Oh, yeah?” he said, swinging his jaw. A very original remark. But he italicized it, for his hand moved, like a thing apart from his body, crawling slowly up his jumper to the “V” of his lapels. What he had under his arm I did not wish to know, but he acted very much as if it shot people. I got cute. Oh, real cute.


  I’m a long way from bald yet. I pretended to adjust a switch hidden by my hair and, raising my hand for silence, spoke into midair. “Hello, Foran, X-3206 checking in, I’m in Merino’s private office with Merino and Golz.” I paused and made a face like a guy listening very hard. A couple of nods added some realism, My lips moved as if I were about to break into his conversation. “Yes, sir,” I said at length. “Yes, sir. At once.”


  Golz was worried. He was frowning, Fie looked over to Merino. “Can he get away with that?” he asked, his lantern jaw hanging out a mite, Merino showed his teeth. They were as white as the rest of him; his smile was not.


  “Not in this office,” he purred, toying with a copper letter-opener. “My screens stop anything. My lights have to be battery powered. No wave-propagated energy can penetrate to this room. Or from it.” He regarded me with a mildly reproving smile.


  WHAT HAD been a little stupid.


  For a minute I was tempted to laugh and say I was only kidding, but one more look told me that Golz seldom kidded about anything. He stopped paying the slightest attention to me; he had written me off as a big zero in his life. He talked only to Merino, still standing close to me in that funny half-bent, half-crouched position. “Suppose they’ve got a tracer on this punk?”


  “Very likely,” said Merino softly, opening a drawer in his desk about thirty centimeters.


  “And on me?”


  “Maybe, but less likely, since you got in scarcely an hour ago. Then, too, they had to page you.”


  “How much start can you give me?” Merino blinked and looked at me the way the butcher looks at the meat. “You mean how long before this tiring is back in circulation? Well, we can shoot him full of heroin and leave him in some hop-joint for a day or so, but that’s about the limit. I’d better leave with you. No point to killing him—since we’re caught, anyway. They’ll pick him up with the trace-beam if he doesn’t report in pretty promptly, I suppose.” Things had gone much too far, with me having no control over them. I stood up and moved quickly between Brother Golz and the door. Merino was a white flash with a big black object in his white, delicately-veined hand. But Golz was between us, and Golz was in a grip of steel, one thumb in a vital plexus, one thumb on his windpipe.


  “Stop!” I ordered flatly in the echoless room. I felt the sound-absorbing deepness of the carpet—there was no resonance in my feet. Golz stopped; he became a human statue with one hand half tucked under his lapel. I let up a little and he sucked a ragged breath around my thumb.


  The black, menacing thing in Merino’s hand came up at the end of his arm, until it occulted his face. He was aiming carefully. I cursed Golz for his skinniness and tried to turn my flank against his back; he was too thin too hide me.


  I hit my hip against Golz and gave him another breath. “Can he shoot that straight?” I asked.


  “No!” he squawked. “No, Merino, don’t try it!” The big black thing was lowered. Merino frowned.


  “Put it back in the drawer,” I ordered, “and shut the drawer.” He did both. Golz, under the pressure of my thumbs, sank in the chair I had just vacated. My hand slid down from his throat and plucked the electron pistol from under his arm.


  I had them back on their heels for a moment, and made it good by stepping briskly around the desk, opening the drawer and taking Merino’s gun out. It seemed to be an old-fashioned cordite pistol of some kind, not an electronic weapon. A heavy weapon, eight or nine millimeters, and from the feel of the grip probably a twenty-shot affair; I saw, now, why Merino figured he could shoot around Golz without injury to him. Golz’ electron-pistol was excess-baggage; I tossed it through the dimness to one of the big couches. Merino’s gun would wound as well as kill, and I wasn’t mad enough to kill, yet.


  I stepped back far enough to cover them both. Things had taken a serious turn, and one that I was not quite prepared for. I was shaking like hell inside, especially when I figured that Merino probably could have shot me without touching Golz—and would have, if the skinny guy hadn’t thought Merino was using an electronic weapon. Well, so had I.


  “The first man through that door dies, Merino,” I said. “Who is he likely to be?”


  HE SHOOK his head, eyes dark in his pale face. His delicate hands worked as though he were fingering something soft and pliable. “Nobody who doesn’t knock first,” he said, purring thickly. “What is this all about?”


  “You tell me,” I said. “I want a few friendly words with Breathless here and he pulls a wing-ding. And you point big black things at me. Such unfriendly people!” Merino was looking at the gun, frowning intently; his spidery fingers had frozen.


  He got up and moved toward me, one quick step, and stopped. I raised the muzzle until it contemplated his navel. He stopped short. From the corner of my eye I could see Golz rubbing his neck. He barked a laugh and sprang forward, with Golz leaping at me at the same time. Golz, I knew I could take; I squeezed the trigger at Merino’s flat belly. A solid, disappointing click followed, intimately mingled with the crack of Merino’s pale white fist against my jaw. He was too light for that kind of work. I slapped his halo with the side of the gun, and saw it go bloody as I turned to take Golz off my side. He didn’t want to come off; when he had the initiative, he fought well, and very dirty—almost as dirty as I did. His scream of pain as I twisted his head was cut short by a queer frangible sound. He went limp.


  Somehow I knew in that second that I had been blooded; I had killed a man. It shook me up badly. I must have looked down at the impossible angle of his head to his body for many seconds, at the heavy pistol he had wrenched from my hand, its barrel still in his relaxing fingers. While I stood there, Merino crawled out, like a squashed bug, leaving a trial of blood on the fawn rag. I did not see him go.


  Retrieving the pistol that had refused to go “bang,” I looked it over. It had a safety-catch, to be depressed with the thumb before firing. Merino had seen that I was not familiar with the old weapon, and that I had not depressed the catch. He forgot it was a good bludgeon; most of all, he forgot I was a big ox, and conditioned to acting expendable.


  That conditioning was enough to force me to search Golz at once. His pockets held eighty-seven credits in small bills, a key to his room at the Nether Waldorf; a ball pen; flier keys; a perpetual chronometer with two faces, one front and one back. Front was terrestrial time, five hours later than mine, and the other was a time I did not know. The dial provided for a day of 72 hours, and a red inner dial a day of 144 hours, with concentrically mounted hands of black and red respectively.


  Clipped to the small wad of bills was a sheet of yellow pulp paper, such as is used to make rough notes or calculations. On it were two columns of figures, thus:
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  After cocking the pistol once more and familiarizing myself with the safety-catch, I forced the barrel, into my badge-holster and stuck my badge in a pocket of my jumper. I left Golz’ electronic weapon on the couch. The Cashier was my next target, and his office had a small herd of gabbling waiters in it.


  I WAS FEELING pretty wild by that time so I waved the pistol around after grabbing the Cashier.


  Everybody else left. “How much did he take with him?” I asked.


  The fat roly-poly man stuttered and looked at the gun, I put it up, which enabled him to talk. “I don’t know. He cleaned out the safe.”


  “OK, Precision Instrument. Approximately how much?”


  “A couple hundred thousand, at least.”


  “Where did he go?”


  He shook his head.


  “To Golz’ place?”


  “Maybe; he didn’t say.”


  Then his eyes got crafty. He was already forgetting about the gun. “Why? Has Golz got a place?”


  That was my question too; a quick ’copter ride to the Nether Waldorf did little to help me find out. Merino had beat me to it by minutes, but the doorman, impressed by my buzzer, remembered that a man all in white had hopped a ’copter to the rocket port. Merino was hard to miss.


  I didn’t dare use the visiphone; Foran probably had a dragnet out for me, already. Besides, I figured Merino was well enough heeled to have emergency-transportation in standby condition. That was right; he had a charter space-ship there, with its plates hot, and he was in deep space by the time I reached the rocket port.


  I might have called it off there. While there was no proof Haverford was up to something, Seeley, Golz and Merino had made a fair case—fair enough, eventually for me to override any blocks Foran tried to stick in my way. But eventually was too damned long; there was no time to start the wheels of IPO grinding in their relentless way all over the system. It was an article of faith with me that the yellow slip of paper on Golz was the key to the puzzle and that this puzzle had to be cracked at once or never.


  I sat down in the waiting room and took out the two things I had saved of Golz’—his watch and the paper. I regarded the watch for some time. The terrestrial time I could understand; five hours later than New York was Greenwich. The wearer was either a Britisher or a non-terrestrial. Merino had noted Golz had just “got in” from somewhere; I bid on the latter.


  The other face of the watch was harder. I went to the phone-booth, stuck my badge in the slot and took a chance Foran might spot me by talking to the IPO library.


  “What two bodies in the System have sidereal periods of 72 and 144 hours?” I asked. The answer was, of course, none; things weren’t that easy. I hung up and used my own stopwatch to time the black second-hand and the red second-hand on the reverse face of Golz’ watch. Then I called back.


  “Those two bodies, the first has a period of a little over 80 hours, the second just about twice as long.” In about three minutes I knew that the sidereal period of Europa was 85 hours 13 minutes and 42.05 seconds and that of Ganymede 171 hours 42 minutes and 33.5 seconds. Check.


  Europa and Ganymede are the second and third larger satellites of Jupiter.


  MY LUCK was good. I hoofed it over to the Terrestrial Patrol’s launching pits, badged my way past the guard to the Base Commandant’s office. The Patrol had a 30-meter job warming up to relieve one of the ever-circling fleet of Planetary Guardians. The ship was fueled and provisioned for a month’s patrol, and well enough armed to stand off anything Merino’s ship might have on board.


  I got twice as creepy a feeling flashing my badge on the Base Commandant as I had gotten from giving the Cashier at the Chase Bank a peep at it. IPO has maybe ten thousand employees who rank high enough to have summary powers. Most of them by the time they reach that state, are safely ensconced behind three secretaries and a big desk. About the only time the public ever gets the impact of our almost limitless right to requisition property comes when an Expendable flashes his badge. With only a hundred of us hot-shots being set loose in the System each year by the Academy, we get to be rara avis in terro.


  My idea made the Base Commandant unhappy. Losing the ship he had warming up to me on requisition meant he would have to hold one of the Guardians in space beyond its normal patrol while he readied a replacement. I got the kick of a forger passing his first phoney thousand-credit bill when the Commandant okayed my requisition. Things moved fast after that; within fifteen minutes we had blasted off for the Jovian System.


  My commitment by that time was irrevocable. Behind me was a dead man, unreported; behind me was a requisition for some damned expensive travel. I had not asked what the Patrol would bill IPO for the ship, but I knew it could not be less than seven thousand credits an hour for a 30-meter space-ship and crew of seven. And we were one hundred and four hours to Europa.


  I had requested secrecy from the Patrol regarding my departure; nothing indicated that a message had been radioed to Merino about it. Foran did not know—the requisition for cash and the space-ship would not come up for administrative approval for several months. I imposed radio silence on the ship. Foran could probably dig my grave by radio before I ever reached Europa, if I tipped him off where I was bound.
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  SPACE FLIGHT is monotonously silence bordered by the deep uneventful, and except for the drone of the jets, as featureless as a pneumatic-tube ride. With the help of the navigator we passed a lot of time doing some very fine things indeed with the numbers Golz had jotted down on the yellow slip. Some exceedingly clever mathematics were called into play, in an effort to find some relationship of the numbers to each other, or the two sets to each other. Or to anything. We tried it as a crytogram, as a code and as a cipher; we used up about a mile of calculator tape and grew no wiser.


  Jets down, we drew in toward Europa on a long parabolic orbit, made difficult by Jupiter’s heavy perturbation effect. Minos, the capital city, was darkside, and our Captain insisted on a weightless detour of four hours before dropping toward the morning-zone and landing at the well-hidden rocket port. All I could think of was that the detour added twenty-eight thousand credits to my soaring expenses. Recognition signals exchanged, our jets cast violet flashes over the frozen, airless surface. The camouflaged done opened its iris like a giant eye and we dropped in, a rough grounding softened somewhat by the feeble gravity.


  IPO has a substantial office on Europa, about twenty kilometers by pneumatic tube from Minos. Big, armored robot-domes, as craftily disguised as a duck-blind, ring the underground base, and muzzles of giant weapons stare in mute readiness into the airless voice.


  A grizzled space-veteran, twenty years past his Academy days, was in charge. I went from the tube-exit to Harding’s office at once. He greeted me warmly; I guess IPO visitors to Europa are not too frequent.


  In spite of the no-smoking warnings all over the deep fortress, he calmly bit the end from a pale green cigar and lit up. Nice to be a big frog, no matter how small the puddle. I could hear the quiet pant of the air-conditioning that swept the long plumes of smoke away as fast as they drifted up.


  I looked Harding over carefully. He was big and square—not dumb, but big. His ruddy, space-burned face showed marks of old combat—or at least the traces of the plastic-surgeon’s knife. Fine lines of white scar tissue radiated from the corners of his eyes. His square jaw repeated the motif. By some miracle he still had his own strong teeth.


  His big fingers dwarfed the cigar. “We are honored,” he said, “what are you after?”


  I grinned. “I’m trailing a crook named Merino,” I told him. “There has been a break on the cadmium front, the trail leads to the Jovian system. It looks like it might be touch and go.”


  Harding’s big tough face crinkled in a frown. He would have been a hard man to take a few years back. “What’s the lead?”


  I trotted out the story of Haverford’s unreported cadmium bar shipments, of the fight with Golz and Merino’s flight, presumably to the Jovian system. It sounded a little tenuous when I admitted my only lead was Golz’ watch, then I gave him Golz’ numbers, which meant no more to him than to me.


  “Is Ganymede over you?” I asked.


  “No,” he said. “Each Satellite office reports to IPO, Jupiter.”


  “Well,” I said. “Can you turn your boys loose on a hunt for Merino? I’m sure he has holed up somewhere in the Jovian system. A check on billings by your non-scheduled carriers should turn up something in a hurry. And I wish they would sniff around to see what kind of grift Golz was working on Jupiter or any of the Satellites. We can get retinal patterns on both guys from IPO, Terra, you might have your hot-shots take a gander at those numbers, too.”


  Harding nodded. He poked a stubby finger at a button on his desk. “Right now,” he said. He poked another button. “I’ll ring Ganymede in on it, too, and if nothing turns up by tomorrow we’ll cut IPO, Jupiter, and the other Satellites in on the deal.”


  THAT MADE it look pretty good.


  IPO is equipped everywhere to do a 99% perfect research job in about about nothing flat. I figured I had put Foran far enough behind me to tip him off. Four days in space to Europa had let me cool down. I hoped the old buzzard would begin to see the light, so I coded this radiogram to him:


  FORAN IPO NYC FOLLOWING YOUR SUGGESTION ARRIVED HERE TEN TWENTY GMT OCT TWO IN PURSUIT MERINO OF MERINO’S DUGOUT SECTOR 0 SIX NYC STOP HIS FLIGHT FOLLOWED FIGHT WITH HIM AND GOLZ SALESMAN FOR HAVERFORD INTERNATIONAL FORTY WORTH NYC AFTER REFUSAL REVEAL USE MADE SHIPMENTS BAR CADMIUM CONSIGNED CENTENARY DISPOSAL CO AURORA ILL OLD STYLE TINSMITHS CHEYENNE WYO ROBELO CORP TAHITI AND QUEEN CITY INSTRUMENT CO PLAINFIELD NT STOP SUGGEST IMMEDIATE SUBPOENA HAVERFORD BOOKS AND RAIDS NAMED COMPANIES STOP REGRET GOLZ KILLED MERINO’S OFFICE IN STRUGGLE STOP SUGGEST DETERMINE WHETHER BODY TURNED OVER CORONOR X THIRTY TWO OH SIX


  A few hours later Foran answered with:


  X THIRTY TWO OH SIX CARE IPO EUROPA OK BIG SHOT FORAN


  That was an unhappy message. Foran had left it up in the air whether he went for my gimmick of saying that the trip was at his suggestion, I had wanted to tip him off I was far enough along so that he could not stop me, his “OK” might have meant he gave in, but that “Big Shot” was a teaser.


  I was getting cold feet, and that didn’t help. Already my little caper had run past the million-credit mark, and it was spiraling dizzily higher. Foran knew my bosses in IPO were scanning my first caper with doubly keen eyes; maybe he still thought he could cut me down to size. A night’s sleep on his radio served one purpose. I woke up mad enough to resolve I would come back with the bacon, or in an icebox for decent cremation.


  The next day Foran radioed that Old Style Tinsmiths really used cadmium in an old style solder, made of ten percent tin, ten percent cadmium and eighty percent lead. He also thrilled me with the news that Queen City Instrument Company used cadmium to cadmium-plate marine instruments. But I had struck it rich in Ro-Be-Lo Corporation: it seemed there wasn’t any such company, and some cuties had been posing as Ro-Be-Lo just to get cadmium from the customs-house on Tahiti. They left no trail past the customs-house door. The last wrinkle was that Centenary Disposal Company, Aurora, Illinois, was disposing of cadmium bar by shooting it into space in robot spaceships.


  And better yet, a monitor spaceship was then detected by the boys; apparently, it was used to establish delivery-orbits for the robot-ships loaded with cadmium bar, once they were well free of Earth’s gravitational influences. The boys had pulled in close to the monitor, and it had blown all to hell in an atomic blast. The last piece of fretting news was that Haverford’s records showed the diameter of cadmium bars going to Tahiti and to Centenary Disposal was ideal for use in a graphite uranium-pile operation.


  That made it the second time I might have stopped. By now I had Foran where I wanted him—too much had come out for him to be able to bottle me up. What had been dug up on my hunches and work already was worth every credit I had cost. Somewhere, a group of maniacs was making a wild, irresponsible play for power, somewhere, they had cached a hydrogen-lithium bomb and were desperately attempting to make a plutonium primer for it. They knew they could not operate a lithium-plutonium direct conversion dircatron without setting off alarms all over the solar system, and had elected the out-moded, almost-forgotten uranium-pile technique. Graphite they could get, or make, without exciting comment, but cadmium bars were needed for dampers. That old technique was the whole reason for the existence of IPO’s tight control on cadmium. And in my first caper, I had hit the first real cadmium case in a generation.


  Yes, I could have stopped, radioed back that the thing was too big for one man, and turned the whole IPO organization loose on it. But something told me time was too short and that I was too near home, with Harding on the job I was sure results were only hours away.


  I WENT DIRECTLY from the code-room to Harding’s office, after receiving Foran’s message about the robot space ships. The cigar was going when I got there. One big square shoe was tapping as low tattoo on the asphalt tile of the floor and echoing hollowly against the steel of the walls, ceiling and furniture.


  I told him about the radiogram. “What have your guys dug up for me?” I asked.


  “Not much,” he said, ducking his square jaw.


  That puzzled me. “Funny,” I said. “Two guys like Merino and Golz couldn’t go far in an airless system without leaving some trace; what have you done on the job?”


  Harding squirmed, if you can say a big piece of beef like Harding ever squirms. “Well, nothing, really,” he admitted.


  “What?” I yelled at him.


  “Now see here,” he exclaimed irritably. “I can’t get all worked up every time some pup comes through here with a cops-and-robbers story, and wants me to poke into the private affairs of every businessman on the satellite. Why don’t you relax and beat it back to New York? We can handle this in our own way, and with a lot less fuss; I can get you space home tomorrow.”


  That was a surprising and very revealing speech. I looked at the smoke from his cigar and he looked at me. The air-conditioning panted; a phone buzzed. He said, “Busy.” We kept on looking.


  “I get the pitch,” I lied at last. “Tell you what; if you’re embarrassed, why don’t I just invoke my summary powers and subpoena the invoices from your non-scheduled carriers?”


  Harding felt he had me running. He stretched his big mouth in a hard grin over his square jaw, shook his head. “That won’t buy anything,” he said, almost chuckling. “Our non-scheduled carriers do some funny things, not enough for us to come against them, but enough to make them want to keep their business to themselves. They own the local police, and they’ll get restraining orders that’ll stop you in your tracks.”


  I bet they would; I bet they’d be tipped off in plenty of time. I bet I was getting mad. I had to truck out the hard grin I had used so ineffectually to soften up Seeley and Golz. It didn’t do much better with Harding, but my idea did. I gave it to him: “I want to read every radio message you have exchanged with IPO, New York, since I got here.” He turned beet-red. He slammed his big square hand resoundingly on his desk. “No!” he yelled.


  “Then give me a top-priority direct radio beam to General Headquarters, IPO. Harding, I’m turning you in for collusive suppression of evidence; you’re under arrest!”


  He jerked a square finger toward a button. I let him look at Merino’s big, black cannon. He hadn’t counted on that; he left the button alone.


  “What do you think this is, charades?” I asked. “If you and Foran scratch each others’ backs once in a while, what the hell? But when you play footy with me, Jack, you’ll get kicked in the kisser every time.”


  The redness in his face had given way to a worried pallor. A tired old warrior who had his good fights behind him. Too many years behind a desk. Now he was just an old Bureaucrat, trying to make the right play for security. I let the gun rest on my thigh; it’s rude to point.


  “Look, Harding,” I told him. “You would never dare hold out on me completely; and you could never defend refusal to look into an atom-bomb case. To me, that means you’ve worked it out already. Whether you’ve given Foran the dope or not, I don’t care. But so help me, hand it over now or I’ll run you in.”


  Harding made up his mind; he ditched Foran and whatever Foran meant to him. “OK,” he conceded grimly, “so you’re a wise guy.” He reached cautiously for a button. I let him press it.


  The dope came in quickly. Golz was known on Callisto as Robert Minor; his retinal pattern was spotted in a half a dozen commercial transactions—particularly on three invoices of the Calistonian Charter Service—and paid from Minor’s account with the Callisto Bank of Commerce, to wit:


  To charter flight, Callisto—659 To charter flight, Callisto—1172 To charter flight, Callisto—1173 The numbers, of course, were the asteroid-numbers of three of the Trojan planets which “Minor” had visited. The numbers on his yellow slip of paper had been the asteroid-numbers of the two families of Trojan planets that rotated in Jupiter’s orbit, the first about 60 degrees in advance of Jupiter, the second 60 degrees behind Jupiter. The three he had visited had mining-stations; the others were not known to be inhabited.


  The military equipment on Europa you could put in your eye. I figured we would be forty or fifty hours, at least, getting anything from the main IPO base on Jupiter worth waiting for. Fifty hours was too long, so I decided to go it alone in the most suitable thing I could requisition on Europa. I was getting blasé about requisitions. I gave Harding my plan. His eyes glinted for a minute or so with what I took for rekindled battle-lust; he didn’t try to dissuade me, perhaps remembering his turbulent early days with IPO.


  WE SHOT back into Minos by tube. I had barely strapped myself in the tiny cylindrical car when the catapult snapped us into the full blast of the pneumatic tube. With my head against the rest I blacked out a little as the car accelerated through a few seconds to equilibrium with the compressed air’s pace.


  The deep intercity tubes on Europa, were barely wide enough for fore- and-aft passenger accomodations. Harding rolled his head around the rest and looked back at me. He shouted above the hiss of the car’s compression rings on the tube’s walls. “IPO doesn’t have a ship here fit to use; there’s a guy named Whitehead who has a job. with a proton-gun. Don’t ask me what he does with it, and for Pete’s sakes don’t ask him!”


  Already, it was time to press my forehead against the deceleration rest. The red light flared and we braced ourselves for the jolt as we were shunted out of the tube and into the deceleration track at Minos.


  Harding kicked the dogs on the pressure-door, and we clambered out of the cramped cylinder.


  We rode a dinky rattling monorail through dark, slightly lit tunnels to the rocket port. It was about one stage better than an assembly-line conveyor-system.


  The launching-pits were dark, hugely vaulted hangars, eerily lit by the merciless brilliance of thinly-scattered mercury-vapor lights. The black steel of the floor and the black, rough-hewn walls drank up the light. It was cold and our breath steamed frostily. The beryllium hulls of spaceships in their launching-racks glinted chillily, reflecting in icy points the distant lamps. The scuffle of our feet on the steel decking made hollow echoes.


  Whitehead was waiting for us there. He was tow-headed and satellite-tall, the kind of guy who back on Earth likely as not would be called “Tex” or “Slim.” Harding called him “Whitey.” He shook hands with that soft, not too firm clasp that spoke of slight satellite muscles.


  Harding said, “I want you to meet Whitey; he’s our biggest non-scheduled carrier. Maybe he’s got a ship you can use.” He jerked his head at me. “My friend here is from IPO; he’s in a stew and wants to requisition one of our ships.”


  Whitehead gave me a squinty look. “Just what are you looking for?”


  “A one-man job; fast enough to run away from what it can’t fight, and strong enough to knock down anything that can run away from it.”


  “Where you going?”


  I shrugged. “Any satellite or asteroid, I guess; maybe Jupiter, too.” Whitehead nodded. He swung a long, loosely-jointed arm in a careless pointing gesture. “We got delivery a couple months ago on a new Jovian rocket-plane; it’s got four jets mounted in pairs in the wings, cowled, vented and cleaned for operations on Jupiter if necessary. Have you ever flown a rocketplane?”


  I told him I had, but that I had never shot any landings on Jupiter.


  He grinned. “What kind of instrument-license you got?”


  “The whole works,” I said. “All blind-landing systems and instrument-procedures.”


  He nodded. “Good enough. This four-holer over here should suit you.”
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  THE SCUFFLE of earthside shoes mingled with the echoing clatter of Whitehead’s hobnailed boots as we walked across the gloomy vault of the hangar to the nearest launching rack. A stubbywinged rocket plane was poised vertically in its cradle, its beryllium hull glinting with a new shininess that told of infrequent trips through Jupiter’s poisonous atmosphere. Twin jets bulked huge in nacelles in each wing, much bigger than I had expected. Then I remembered that they were loaded up with special equipment to keep them operating within Jupiter’s highly reactive atmosphere. It was a pretty big ship, maybe 30 meters, with a heavy proton blast in the turret. I turned to Whitehead. “That damned thing looks too big for one man to run.”


  Fie shook his head. “The jets are full automatic,” he said. He gave me a hard look. “It might depend though,” he added; “what are you going to do with it?”


  I raised an eyebrow at Harding. It was IPO business, and Whitehead was just one more tough-guy skirting the edge of the law. Harding nodded. “He’s okay,” he said. “Tell him.”


  I gave Whitehead a little of the dope on our search for the atomic-pile we were sure was being put in operation on one of the Trojan planets.


  “It might be there,” he said. “And it might be in some wild part of Jupiter, too.” He looked me over. “You’d better take a pilot, and a couple men to run the drive.”


  I shook my head. “Too risky,” I said. “I thought it was full automatic; why do I need any help?”


  Whitehead grinned. “You might be gone longer than you think. Either family of the Trojan planets is 60 degrees around the orbit. That’s about 400 million kilometers.” He gave me a superior smile. “I don’t know how much you can take, pal, but it’s between 100 and 300 hours according to the acceleration. You’ve got to sleep sometime; I’ll make the run with you if you want.”


  That made sense; and, anyway, I decided I would feel better with somebody beside me. Whitehead, according to Harding, had been kicking around the asteroids as long as he had been shaving, and he was a trained Jovian rocket-plane pilot. I had no great warmth for the idea of diving that stubby-winged monstrosity through a thousand miles of blind-flying to the big planet’s surface.


  Fie sought volunteers from around the port. I guess he shipped anybody who was game for the ride everytime he went out on a job. I wasn’t overly impressed with the crew he brought back—a couple of underfed looking Orientals named Fumiyake and Matimoto; they looked too frail to last through the kind of junket Whitehead guessed we might be on.


  It didn’t take long to know that Whitehead meant business. It was spacesuits all around before we got on board. He was warming the plates while they tried to fit a suit around the beef I carry. With Whitey and me in the control blister, and the others in the belly, we let the launching-cradle feed us into the catapult-rests. The big airlock doors closed behind us, and hard points of radiance from the stars glinted above us as the dome-iris opened. Within 30 minutes of the time I had met Whitey, we had blasted off, heading for the smaller group of Trojan planets consisting of 617 Patrochus, 884 Priamus, 1172 Aeneaus, 1173 Anchises and 1208 Troilus.


  In spite of the size of the four-holer, we were driving so hard toward Priamus—nearest of the Posterior group of Trojan planets—there was no excessive crew room on board. The cargo-holds were bitterly cold, and contained no accommodation of any kind. I spent my waking hours space-suited in the tiny control room, stretching out in the reclining chair with faceplate open, and sleeping there in the discomfort of my suit when needed, for fear of injury were I to try to move about under the heavy acceleration we were using.


  Jupiter had been eclipsing the sun when we blasted off, and the early hours of the trip afforded a splendid sight of Old Sol coming out from behind the colossus of the solar system, with lo and Ganymede in transit. Jupiter and his satellites fell rapidly behind us. Saturn was near to opposition with Jupiter, and the rings were open nearly to their widest, lambently spectacular through the refractor.


  PRIAMUS was a bust. We noted nothing to suggest an atomic-pile was in operation, in several quick circumnavigations at differing inclinations to its axis. Our Geiger-counters clucked no faster than usual, and no unusual magnetic patterns manifested themselves. We skipped Aeneaus and Anchises—since they were inhabited, and nothing could go on there without news getting back—and found tiny Patrochus as blank as Priamus.


  Troilus was different. Low Geiger-activity and a magnetic pattern that did not check out with our data on its magnetic field. Whitehead brought us low over the surface, at the greatest velocity consistent with a three-gravities orbit around the tiny planet. Troilus is not any too spherical, so he was busy. It looked easy, for he merely ran the throttles back and forth over their quadrants; but I knew he was steering by differential control of the twin units in each stubby wing. He was out of my class.


  Passing low over a sharp metallic protuberance on the dark side, we picked up a distress-signal on the radio. It was not an IPO signal and came over in code eti clair. Whitehead raised his eyebrows and throttled back. A sharp reversal and deceleration swung us around and left us hanging on softly hissing jets over the origin of the signal.


  “What say, Chief?” Whitehead said. “Is that sucker-bait, or is it the real thing?”


  “Sucker-bait, absolutely,” I replied; “I want down.”


  Whitehead frowned. “This is what you’re looking for, isn’t it?”


  “Sure,” I said; “let’s go down.”


  He nodded, reached for his mike and was about to flip on the radio. “Uh, uh,” I said, restraining his hand. “Their big gun, whatever it is, is certainly keyed to our carrier wave. The minute you put out a carrier we’ll disappear in a big flash. And don’t try to drop over the horizon, either; they’d wing you.”


  The throbbing vibration of the jets waxed and waned as Whitehead lowered us on a slant to the uneven surface. The pale violet glare of the blast cast jagged shadows across the sharply-curving landscape, but gave enough light to guide the grounding. He touched the hydrocarbon rocket-studs momentarily, laying the rocketplane down on its belly at the last moment. He picked good cover for the ship, behind a huge outcropping. He might be able to hug the surface on a get-away, shielded by it from the weapon we knew had covered our descent. The bright white glare of the hydrocarbon rockets faded as he closed all switches. For a long moment we sat quiet in the dark of the control blister, the luminous dials softly mocking the hard pinpoint of the stars in the airless sky.


  I stood up carefully in the tenuous gravity and reached to close my face plate.


  “Hold tight,” said Whitehead. “What’s the play?”


  “I’m walking over to that dome,” I said; “they’ve got a pile set up there.”


  “For what?” asked Whitehead. “What can one man do?”


  I grinned. “That’s my job, Whitey.” I told him. “That screwy magnetic pattern we picked up means we have only a few hours left. They’ve had that pile cooking for a week now, and its already operating on the Frisbee-Smythe cycle, magnetically damped. They must be making plutonium at the rate of twenty grams an hour.”


  “So what? We’re safe here for now; let’s radio Jupiter for help.”


  “Too late, Whitey,” I said. “In the hundred hours or so it would take to get any help here, these guys would have completed their job and scrammed with the plutonium. They’re only hours away from it now, the way that; pile is putting it out.”


  I turned toward the airlock. “I’ll keep in radio-contact with you. If I miss a call, blast off, if you can make it, call Jupiter and hang around to drop their ship with your proton blast.”


  Whitey stood up and bent a long arm to close his face plate. “Sorry, pal,” I heard his voice in my headphones. “I can’t see you do it. The engine-room gang can do as well with the ship as I can; I’m coming with you.”


  His features were almost invisible in the starlit blister, but I thought I could see a reckless grin through his face plate.


  I TRIED TO restrain him. Whitehead wasn’t IPO; he didn’t even act much on the side of organized society. His fast rocket-plane, his big proton-gun, everything about him said he lived on the fringe of the law, if not beyond it. Fie caught my thought from the tone of my voice, “Yeah, I know,” he said. “I’m a funny guy for this play, but I owe the yokels something.”


  He really meant it. A few words to the others, who gave us their usual nod, and we were out the airlock, leaping toward the dome.


  It was our bad luck to be on Troilus’ dark side; Jupiter, four hundred million kilometers away, gave little more light than Rigel. The footing was treacherously rough, and I took a couple bad spills; Whitehead seemed perfectly at home. It was scarcely minutes until the beacon on the pressure dome guided us in.


  Whitehead held an electronic hand-weapon in his gauntlet, which I disdained. thinking it meant nothing beside the semiportable stuff undoubtedly covering us from the dome. The airlock was open; we went in and watched it dose behind us. I felt my suit collapse around me as pressure built up, but my face-plate had cooled in the quick trip and it frosted over before the inner lock opened. You forget simple things like that. When I finally opened it, I was staring at Mr. Merino and the twin of the cannon I had taken away from him in the Du gout.


  “Come in,” he invited. Whitehead was opening his faceplate, too, and deciding against using his hand-blaster. I saw why; two men were backing Merino up, squatting beside a semiportable that could burn us both down in a split second. Whitehead kept his weapon pointed rigidly at the floor and handed it to Merino.


  We both stepped across the sill of the inner lock, into a small square anteroom; its sides were of black steel, an elevator-cage making up most of one wall. Our spaceboots were noisy on the metal decking. It was cold; I could feel it on my face, and the air from my suit, humid from my body, steamed smokily outward from the faceplate opening. Merino looked whiter, more transparent than ever. A purpling cicatrice on the left side of his scalp testified to the relative hardness of his head and a gun-barrel. He saw me look at it. “Ah, yes,” he murmured, his breath steaming. “You hit me, Snooper; I will repay you before you die.”


  I gave him the raised eyebrow.


  “Take off your suits,” he ordered. Whitey and I unzipped and divested. We weren’t dressed for it; I saw that Merino’s jumper was down-filled, and a parka was thrown back from his head. The cannon looked at one and then the other of us with the impartiality of Juggernaut. “Yes,” said Merino. “You die, but you live long enough to talk.” Over his shoulder he gibble-gabbled a few syllables to the two behind the semiportable. They troubled me, and they troubled me even more when the trudled it away on its casters through a door in a side wall of the anteroom.


  Merino saw my frown. “You do well to worry,” he said. The cannon jerked a command to precede him to the elevator cage. A hundred meters below the surface we stepped out into a bare office not much bigger than the room above us. No obsidian desk, no soundproofing, no rug. Just more men and black, unpainted steel everywhere, the welds gleaming rough and undressed in the unrelieved glare of a single mercury lamp set in the ceiling. A PBX on the desk, a couple file baskets with paper in them testified that something big enough to heed administration was happening on Troilus.


  “Just what do you want to tell me, Snooper?” Merino murmured, hanging his spare haunch lightly on his desk, his gun, pointed negligently at the floor, huge and black in his delicate white hand.


  I shrugged. “What don’t you know?”


  “How you found us; who is behind you.”


  I GRINNED the hard grin I had been practicing, but my shiver in the cold spoiled it. He was less convinced than Whitey, who now looked very solemn, having discovered in Merino a really hard guy. “I’m expendable,” I told him; “those are trade-secrets, and they’ve got to be kept within the lodge.”


  In spite of the steel plating on the floor, I had not heard them come up behind me. Two men seized me, and with the grace and practice of a well-organized ballet, they put the screws on me. They hurt me as I had wished I could hurt Golz; they really knew how to hurt. Even hard guys scream, and I screamed bloody murder. They let up when Merino jerked the cannon. “Talk!” he said.


  “Tell him!” Whitey snapped. His words gave me a chance to get my breath.


  “What’s the matter, pal?” I asked him. “Don’t you like to hear me holler?” The way he paled, I knew he didn’t. “Better get set, pal,” I told him; “I’ll yell till I fade!”


  That kind of stuff is just plain bravado, but I had been conditioned to it, and I had no idea myself of how far those monkeys could go with me before I’d break. Merino had them try it a couple more times, till I blacked out. He brought me to by slapping the hell out of my face with his dainty hand. It was very hard for anything so white and delicate; it hurt. At least I felt a little warmer.


  “Your friend gets it next,” he said, and I heard Whitey whimper as he tried to keep from crying out with pain. A good guy. He figured it would soften me up if I heard him scream; he didn’t know I was playing at being tough. I hated to do it to him, but I just shrugged.


  “Go ahead,” I said. “He doesn’t know anything. Twist his wrist till his arm comes out by the root; it’s nothing to me.” Well, they tried pretty hard, and Whitey kept his jaw down tight. I had been telling the truth, and Merino knew it. He didn’t have time to fool any more with Whitey. He made a good administrative decision; he abandoned ship.


  BY NOW THE play was sickeningly plain. It was Oriental; the two Whitey and I had, so trustingly left on our ship were in the play, and we could feel the vibration deep below the surface in Merino’s cubicle as our four-holer blasted down to a grounding beside the dome. I heard the hum of the high-speed elevator, the rumble of hand-trucks. Some very brave guys, who thought they were as expendable in their cause as I was in mine, were getting ready to break up a uranium-pile that was hot as a pistol. Some of them would die for it, I knew; they knew, too. They didn’t lack guts, those maniacs. The others were still holding us—Merino was needed elsewhere and had left.


  It gave me a chance to take stock. I remembered the old quote from Major General Briggs, at Shiloh: “Things look bad right now.” I was on a little hunk of iron sixty kilometers in diameter, a hundred million kilometers from anywhere. I still had Merino’s original cannon under my arm, since nobody had troubled to search me, but a strong man held me motionless’, with an electronic energy weapon against my kidneys. Whether Merino would take time to kill me, I didn’t know; but that he would make sure I never left Troilus I was certain. Things looked very black.


  Okay, Big Shot, I said to myself, remembering what Foran had said, Big Shot, all right. Shot right in the pants. I hadn’t figured to be “spent” quite so soon when I got my “X” classification. I had kind of hoped I could work my way out of it to something better in IPO.


  Whitey decided the issue for me; I guess I would have sat there in a blue stew until they garrotted me, or whatever they do for amusement, unless Whitey had acted. He raised his hands to his throat and began to choke.


  “Gas!” he said. “Poison gas! That madman is killing us all!” He made some very fine gagging sounds, and I caught his wink; I gagged, too. Whitey’s guardian looked at his mate, a little fear on his stolid face. Whitey leaned forward, away from the weapon in his back, then put his head on the steel decking executing a quick somersault. But his hands had seized the guard’s ankles, and they went down together.


  A crackling discharge spent against the steel ceiling; ozone smarted in our noses. Whitey twisted like an eel, and my guard swung his gun toward that tow-head. He got him, too. Burned his face right off, with an awful stink of burning feathers, but he gave me time enough to prove that I could crush his skull with Merino’s cannon. The other guard and I had a brief tussle for his weapon, but I hit his throat with the barrel of mine, and he quit functioning.


  I was still on my hands and knees on the clammy decking when Merino stepped around the corner. I didn’t forget the safety-catch that time; he just had time to raise his slim-fingered hands in an instinctive gesture of protection. The noise was enormous, much more than I had expected, and the recoil like the kick of a horse. The slug hit him in the mouth, and I could see where it had torn out the back of his neck when he fell slowly forward in the weak gravity, almost at my feet.


  But the noise spilled the beans for fair. I didn’t know where the hell I was, or what door to open. I just leaped down corridors like crazy, slamming into one bulkhead after another, and yanked at every door I came to. I slammed into Fumiyake on the other side of one portal and fed him a slug in the guts before he could wink. I kept right on going. The last door opened flush against the airlock of a space-ship, but not the speedster I had come in.


  It was no time to ask questions. I hit the “close” valve on the airlock and streaked up the laddered companionway to the control blister. It was dark as a cow’s belly in there, and cold as it was dark. The instruments and control-handles phosphoresced spookily in the blackness, their fluorescent coatings glowing in the invisible light of a perpetual ultra-violet lamp.


  We had to be about one hundred meters deep—I hadn’t climbed anything after riding the elevator down. That meant the ship was poised in some kind of shaft, with at least light plating overhead. Or maybe a heavy shield.


  The pale gloom in the shaft let me see she was a Jovian two-holer, one pot in each wing, with organic emergency rockets. I hit the “emergency” stud with one hand and the radio switch with the other. We popped out of that shaft like a ball from a Roman candle, spitting fire and careening in a no-control power application. Once I knew we were well clear of the surface, I cut the rockets and let her drift out. The tape showed the shove had been four G for about seven seconds. The radio warmed up, needles breaking reluctantly away from their pegs, and then speeding across their dials to operating positions. I had the mike in my hand when they hit me.


  5


  THE HE DOME had been armed, of course. Its heavy electronic-weapon cut loose with a dose that must have bled Troilus of every spare electron. They sure charged me up; I heard the whole bank of transmitter tubes let go with a crash, and every electronic instrument on the board did the Big Apple and died.


  Dumb luck. Just dumb luck. I hadn’t started the drive-plates heating, or they would have overloaded, blown all to hell in the surge of electronic energy from the dome’s weapon, and ended my little junket with a real bang.


  So I turned the plate-heaters on, figuring the dome would have to wait longer than it would take the plates to heat before it could drive another bolt that hard at me.


  My plates got hot, just as those in the four-holer I had ridden to Troilus were ready. Whitey’s speedster blasted away from the dome after me, just as the two-holer’s drive took.


  Our power-mass ratios were the same. Drawing everything I could get from the plates and equalizing the tubes in each wing, the G-meter said I was clocking 6.5 G’s. Whitey’s pursuing speedster did not gain; but it didn’t fall back enough to count.


  I saw now I had commandeered a small edition of the ship Whitey and I had used on the trip to Troilus. The control-blister was cramped, the control-panel littered with only half as many dials, but twice as many handles as the four-holer’s. The acceleration slowed my circulation, and the damned control-blister was cold enough anyway. I finally found the cabin heater-switch and the defrosting fan; my spine began to ache.


  For a while, after blasting away from Troilus, I had felt a wonderful surge of optimism; the pile, I knew, could not have been dismantled and stowed on the four-holer in the short time we had been there. They apparently had only the one ship, which I was using. All I had to do was flash word to Europa that the pile was on Troilus, before the pursuing ship caught me, and my job was done. But as I tried to think, straining to stay conscious against six and a half gravities, I realized I had no means of communication; the radio had been blasted by the electron gun from the dome. Any attempt at reversal, to permit landing anywhere, would mean that the four-holer could pull within range and let me have it with its proton-blast. My two-holer’s armament had gone down the drain along with the radio, I felt sure.


  Once again, in an hour of trouble, I thought of Foran. He would have gotten a certain dour satisfaction at the thought of me, driving the daylights out of my Jovian two-holer, headed for nowhere, and nothing to do when I got there.


  SCANT MINUTES after take-off, the two-holer began to give trouble. Her controls were not full-automatic, and the hard use given the tubes was beginning to tell. My right tube was weakening a little, losing drive rather than shoving its temperature past the red mark on the plate thermocouple. But the ship was beginning to turn, and any further weakening in the tube would start a spin that would cost me precious distance.


  I had to strain an arm—six times as heavy as it should have been—to reduce plate-current in the left tube. Of course I over-controlled; that started a weird dance as I tried to correct. Every damned control in the two-holer’s control-blister was manual; and at the pace I was pushing her, my hands were kept busy. If the plates weren’t getting out of balance, the jet-orifices were burning unevenly, or plate-temperatures were getting to the critical ranges. If the race had kept up many more minutes than it did, I would have passed out from sheer physical exhaustion.


  The six-G part of the ride lasted only about twenty minutes; it felt like twenty hours, but both of us tired at nearly the same time. I had been forced to throttle back slightly, to keep from passing out from the G-load—since there was no way to set up an automatic cut-out on the drive. But my buddies in the four-holer, apparently, had been forced to do the same moments before me, since they fell slowly astern, but well within pursuit distance.


  Course became a matter of some concern by that time. I couldn’t head for nowhere forever, no matter how fast I could run; sooner or later I would fall asleep, and they could spurt in and catch me. The dome had been on Troilus’ dark side, with Jupiter fairly well in its zenith. As a result, the pursuing four-holer—and my two-holer—were headed reasonably well toward the giant of the Solar System. At three gravities—the speed we eventually settled on for the race, after several attempts at wearing each other out with high-gravity spurts—I could run the calculator.


  A FEW NICE third-order curves were the result—curves that would bring the two-holer in toward Jupiter in a rapidly-tightening spiral, that would keep resultant apparent acceleration or deceleration at a constant three gravities while bringing the ship into the atmosphere below the velocity of fusion. Once inside Jupiter’s blinding atmospheric blanket, I figured I might be able to shake pursuit; out in space, no matter how long I ran, I was a dead duck.


  My friends must have figured my game, for they closed up dangerously on me, hopeful of getting close enough for a telling shot with their proton-blast before I entered the atmosphere. They had to brake savagely, to slow below the velocity of fusion, in order to follow me down into the first tenuous traces of Jupiter’s atmosphere. Even so, my hull pyrometers went right off the dial, and temperature in the blister went to fifty degrees C. before the refrigerators got to it. Just about the first time I had been warm since Whitey and I had dropped onto Troilus’ frozen surface.


  The four-holer’s proton-gun was now largely useless, since ionization of the atmosphere would dissipate anything point-blank shot. They still had short-range electronic weapons that would get me—as well as proton-bombs that were accurate at ranges up to a few thousand meters. But I kept my job travelling as fast as a safe hull temperature would permit, and they did not close up on me.


  The two-holer kept me busier than ever, as we dropped at decreasing speed through the thickening atmosphere. Every damned control was manual, and I was playing with tube cowl-flaps, catalyst-cleaner flow and fuel-mixture valves like the drummer in a one-man band. In spite of my best efforts with an unfamiliar ship, I could feel a plate or two go sour in the tubes when I let the ammonia in the atmosphere get out of balance with the plate cleaner fluid. The ammonia was poisoning the catalyst on the plates at different rates, with each cowl-flap setting, and I had to play with the cleaner fluid valves like mad to keep power.


  And I was beginning to need power. The tubes didn’t have the old wallop inside an atmosphere, and you have to use the mass of the atmosphere, accelerated by the plates, for a lot of your KE.


  The four-holer was gaining ground on me; at the rate it was closing in, it would be only minutes before they could finish me off. I cursed the dinky job I was driving—cursed its cheap manual controls—because I knew that Whitey’s four-holer, with its fully-automatic tube-controls, was still putting out its full rated power. The others were having no trouble trying to find a cowl-setting that gave enough ram-air and still left the plates shiny; they didn’t have to feed cleaner-fluid like a doctor prescribing strychnine—a little to cure but not too much so as to kill. I guess I called them some bad names in those evil moments, when it looked as though all bets were being called.


  The atmosphere had thickened considerably as we dove screamingly through it, leaving sound behind us in our supersonic dive for the lower levels. When the pressure reached five millimeters of mercury, it began to cause noticeable smoking when the plates went sour. It was like watching yourself bleed to death—that smoke was the thin catalyst-coating burning irrevocably off my plates and spewing in my wake. I could measure my life against that smoke. Nothing seemed to help—when I buttoned up the cowl-flaps a little, I lost ram-air, and I could feel the two-holer’s speed sag. No setting on the cleaner-fluid valve seemed to balance the ammonia—either it was not enough to prevent smoking, or it was so much that the plates were blanketed and I lost more power. The others were getting close enough now to find it wise to pull out of my wake to avoid the smoke.


  Smoke!


  Smoke!


  THREE THOUSAND years ago, Indians in North America had learned to signal with smoke; so could I. Then I began to laugh. I began to laugh with a kind of hysterical venom at the four-holer behind me. Oh, Whitey had been proud of her full-automatic drive tubes! Those little men in her control-blister were sitting at her control-panel, never thinking of cowl-flap settings, of fuel-mixtures, of catalyst-cleaner flow. They just poured the coal to it and let her ramble. Sensitive differential relays automatically adjusted every variable to draw the maximum power from the tubes, and every setting on them was automatically perfect. They couldn’t be made to smoke even if you wanted them to; and that meant the four-holer couldn’t make smoke to louse up my smoke message.


  It didn’t have to be very long. Just two words in IPO code: “Mayday Troilus”. My stop-watch made it a nice deal—the dashes were three times as long as the dots. At seven kilometers a second, with cowl-flaps wide open—giving me plenty of ram-air but plenty, plenty smoke—I made my dashes thick, acrid trails of atomically energized, decomposing plate-catalyst sixty kilometers long. The plates lasted just long enough to spell out the message. High in the atmosphere of Jupiter as it was, it would be clearly visible to the closest satellites, perhaps as far out as Callisto. Certainly one of the moons would be in position to read it.


  I guess the last letter of “Troilus” was a little messy. When the right tube quit and threw me into a quick spin, all I could think of was to cut the switch and nose her down. My friends had not closed up enough to knock me off while I was smokily losing power during my skywriting; they had given up any thoughts of vengeance, about half-way through the message, and were high-tailing it straight up and out of the plane of the ecliptic. I don’t know if they ever came down.


  The long glide down through a thousand miles of progressively more murky atmosphere was a lousy deal. There was plenty of time to struggle into an ill-fitting space-suit, and run a thousand mental rehearsals of dead-stick landing technique with my stubwinged excuse for an aircraft. My radionic altimeter had been put on the fritz by the electron-blast that had knocked the radio out on Troilus; and the Kollsman was no damned good to me unless I had a decent barometric reading—and certainly not unless I knew what latitude I was landing in. Too damned much of Jupiter’s enormous surface area is thousands of miles away from the nearest human to make a blind-landing any fun.


  I fooled around, some, with the sonic altimeter, pretending I knew what I was doing; but the first real warning I had that the ground was close, was when it loomed darkly out of the murk. I didn’t have enough sense to pop the flaps or gear, in spite of all my mental rehearsal. Fortunately, I hadn’t burned away all the hydrocarbon fuel in scramming out of the shaft on Troilus; there was enough left to level her off a little and flop her in on her belly, just going to beat hell. Beryllium squealed with its characteristic tearing sound, but somehow we came to a stop on the tundra without balling up into a complete heap of scrap-iron.


  FORTUNATELY, my smoke-message had been seen, and IPO Jupiter had been radioed from the satellite that had picked the message up. They had tracked me down with radar, and I didn’t sit huddled up in the wreckage very long before a ’copter came chop-chopping through the gloom to fish me out and make for Olympus, capital city of Jupiter, where IPO’s main Jupiter office is located.


  When my knees quit shaking and I began to think again, I gave Foran this:


  
    FORAN IPO NYC PILE LOCATED TWELVE OH EIGHT TROILUS BELIEVE OPERATORS MAROONED THERE NO TRANSPORTATION MERINO KILLED APPARENTLY BRAINS OF ORIENTAL PLOT RETURNING NYC IMMEDIATELY X THIRTY TWO OH SIX

  


  I got his return message on Europa where I caught a packet bound for earth:


  
    X THIRTY TWO OH SIX CARE IPO JUPITER (FORWARDED) REPORT TO ME IMMEDIATELY ON ARRIVAL FORAN

  


  That was a message to roll around under your tongue. Our packet took 160 hours back in, which gave me just about a week to consider how thorough a job I would do on Foran. He deserved no mercy from me, after attempting to block me at every turn in the path. We hit New York about ten o’clock in the morning, New York time; after clearing Traveler’s Control, I ’coptered directly to Yonkers, looking a little gloomily down on the glassy slag that smoothly coated Manhattan Island—and at the infrequent pressure-domes denoting the entrance to the huge underground warrens in which the city lived. After the usual security-precautions, I tubed down the East Side to Foran’s office.


  He hadn’t changed any while I was away; he still looked gray, slight and sleepy. His fingers were interlocked relaxedly in his lap as he slouched in his swivel-chair. His gray eyes looked me over pretty well before he said anything.


  “You don’t look very spent.”


  “Not your fault,” I said; “I’d look fresher if I’d had more help.”


  He showed a mild, dis-interested kind of surprise. “More help?”


  “Yes. You’ve been fighting me every inch of the way since I left,” I told him. I gave him my hardest glare. “Anything to discredit me and take the sting out of my report, Foran—that’s what you’ve tried to pull. You’ll get a big kick out of that report.”


  “Isn’t the shoe on the other foot?” Foran asked.


  “Your radio from Europa very nicely confirms my report of assigning you to the case.” He smiled dimly.


  “Don’t make me laugh,” I told him; “I’m hep to your little game with Harding.”


  Foran chuckled softly. “Did you ever read the radios Harding and I exchanged?” he asked, looking at me on the bias.


  I didn’t answer right away. He looked a little smug. “No,” I finally told him. The Harding-Foran Axis was smoother than I had guessed.


  Foran carefully separated his fingers, leaned his elbows on his desk and bent over to peer into my eyes. “I’m no fool, even if you think so; and Harding has been wiping the noses of punks like you since you were in the grades. Those radios were very carefully prepared; you can’t pin a thing on us.”


  For a minute there was a sinking feeling in my stomach. Then I knew he was bluffing. “You still have some tall explaining to do about your lousy system here,” I told him; “none of this would have been necessary if you had been on the job.”


  FORAN nodded without rancor. “Why, yes,” he said. “If I am forced to. But so do you, young man, about some of the dumb chances you took. Your little caper wouldn’t stand five minutes of tactical review.


  You came through by main strength and awkwardness. And did you run up a bill!”


  I suppose I could have made a crusade out of it. There was no doubt Foran’s operation had been sloppy. I could prove it; I could probably cost him his job. But he was an experienced fighter—he would probably take me with him. And I knew I had thrown a stiff enough jolt into his ribs to make him sit up and take notice. Already, I was sure, the leaks in his system had been plugged with a lasting cement. From the bigger point of view, I had already won the battle.


  The big guys smile when they take their licking. “Okay, Foran,” I grinned. “I’m mighty grateful for the experience and advice I have had all the way through this caper. I’ll bring up a draft of my report and we’ll do a little mutual filling-in of the gaps, eh?”


  Foran merely smiled his assent, gray, slight, and silent.


  I went back to my office. The Invoices were still there, leaning in dusty, drunken stacks on the corners of the desk. The windowless walls seemed to come in closer, box, me in. I was tired; I was a little defeated. But one thing I thought I could get out of Foran. I decided that I had sworn Whitey in as a deputy before we walked over to the dome.


  Foran would decide I had done right; there was no reason why Whitey’s folks shouldn’t get an IPO pension.


  That wasn’t enough of a fillip to my jaded spirits. I felt like a drink; I felt like a bunch of drinks. And I knew a good place to go—where it was nice and quiet and homey: where nothing ever happened; where they wouldn’t try to sell you cigarettes at a credit a pack, or fluffy dolls, or photographs. I could just sit there and get quietly stinko. I locked my safe and left for Merino’s Dugout.


  Blood Lands


  Alfred Coppel


  “You will never take us away from our land, men from the stars . . . and no one who has touched this, our sacred land shall ever leave it!”


  —drums beating in the feather forests and a wailing in the wind as the red sun sets protect us no father for the past men have returned and we are afraid a deep sullen surging of the soil and a wordless reply of alien anger mixed with pain our father rages whisper the chants leave us alone you men of space what have we to do with you now?
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  THE RENDEZVOUS was well I away from the charnel, stinking area that had been burned by the starship’s landing. Kenyon stood on the edge of a plume-grove that grew down to where the tideless sea lay red and shimmering.


  He looked back) cursing the flatness of the island. The spire of the starship commanded a complete view of the territory; there was no place to hide. Kenyon knew that anyone who wished to do so could spy on him easily as he stood waiting for Elyra to come out of the grove.


  Not, he told himself defensively, that there was any good reason that he should hide his doings with Elyra. Affairs with native women—while not considered in the best taste—were common enough among starmen. It was simply that the mission here was one of repatriation rather than exploitation, and all members of the expedition had been warned against forming liasons that could conceivably become embarassing situations when the natives were moved off Kana.


  Kenyon shifted his weight nervously from one foot to another, peering through the picket of quills into the grove. He would have liked to go into the grove to meet the girl, but it was something he had never been able to bring himself to do. One didn’t take chances on a planet like Kana—one that had retrogressed from technology into legend-worshipping semisavagery. And there was that unanswered question about cannibalism . . .


  Not Elyra, Kenyon thought quickly; that wouldn’t be possible. After all, the mission had been on Kana only a few days. It was only a matter of time until the riddle of the native food-supply was solved.


  A soft rustling of the plumes warned him of her approach. Native or not, he reflected, she was a handsome thing. Odd about the red hair—they all had it, men and women alike. And the grey, almost cold, eyes. But there was nothing cold about her body; it was lithe and supple, burned golden by the light of the red sun. Her costume showed most of it, and Kenyon could fully appreciate the rippling play of muscles under the satiny skin as she walked.


  She paused at the very edge of the grove, solemn and unsmiling in the slanting light.


  “The sunset comes, Kenyon,” she said.


  Her greeting was always the same. A dwelling on the ending of a day, the fading of light from the sky. Kenyon unconsciously looked toward the east, where the first pale light of a star was breaking through the rusty glow of the sinking sun. Stars were pale on the Edge, he thought vaguely. It filled him with a sense of distance, of vast empty spaces, of the parsecs that separated Kana and its red star from the teeming worlds of the inner systems. Little wonder it had been lost for so long.


  He shivered slightly and smiled at Elyra. “Shall we walk by the sea?” he asked. “I’ve brought something fo-r you—a gift.”


  Ordinarily, the promise of a bauble would have brought a smile to her face, but she remained solemn and, it seemed to Kenyon, unduly aloof. “Tonight you were to walk in the forest.”


  Kenyon frowned. He had promised her, and she had remembered.


  IN THE FAR distance, on one of the islands across the red water, a drum began to beat with a deep, thudding insistence. A sense of alienage filled him, and something akin to fear—though he knew nothing that should bring such feelings into a starman’s mind. All the teeming billions of a starflung culture backed him with power and machines. There was nothing in the inhabited galaxy a starman should fear; yet Kenyon was afraid—he knew it. Afraid of this watery world and its islands. Perhaps he was even afraid of Elyra.


  “We have walked by the sea,” Elyra said, still standing apart from him, “and now we should walk in the plume-forest. You have come here from the sky to take my people from Kana—”


  There was little point in denying this, Kenyon realized, since both Bothwell and Grancor had already announced it to the island chieftain. Manpower was needed in the industrial combines of the inner worlds. It was wasteful to let humans rusticate on a world without commercial value like Kana.


  “—I would take you by the hand,” Elyra continued in her quaintly-accented and archaic lingua spacia, “and show you why my people have no wish to go.”


  Kenyon’s eyes widened at that. No native had yet offered any of the mission’s three members a reason for their reluctance to leave Kana. This was the first apparent break in a wall of courteous passive resistance. If he, Kenyon, could be the one to convince the chiefs that they should urge their people to board the starship without coercion and bloodshed, it would be an excellent mark in his record; it could lead to better things than herding troglodytes back into the fold of the galactic State.


  “Wait for me, Elyra,” he said. “I will be back before the sun is fully down, and I will go with you into the forest.”


  She smiled, showing sharp white teeth.


  Kenyon shuddered slightly and turned back toward the starship. Into the forest he might go, he thought bleakly, but not without weapons—and not without Bothwell and Grancor knowing what he was about to do and where, in the service of the State.
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  EVEN IN the cargo-holds—the huge pens intended for the natives of Kana—he could hear Grancor and Bothwell arguing.


  Bothwell: “You bloody fool—you aren’t even able to tell me what happened to the blasted barges! Even a thousand years in this climate wouldn’t destroy them—let alone a mere four hundred. So where are they, then?”


  And Grancor, in his dry and acid-tinged tones, like those of an academy professor: “Obviously, my dear Bothwell, when the islands formed they were no longer needed. They simply sank them.”


  Kenyon paused to listen. It was a perpetual argument between the older men, and one he thought both fruitless and exasperating. One he had no wish to join.


  It had begun with the planetfall, and the discovery of ten thousand islands in the shallow sea that had once—according to the book—covered the entire planet of Kana.


  Five hundred years ago, in the first flush of stellar colonization, Kana had been populated with human beings from the inner galaxy. Since no land of any kind was available, and since there was a ready-market for gold salts and nitrates that could be extracted from Kana’s sea, a first-stage barge-culture was established. Floating villages, hydroponics, an essential and highly-developed technology. And then came the interregnum—a commercial interregnum that found the products of Kana unneeded. Trade fell off, and eventually the planet and its people were forgotten. A lost colony. It took five hundred years for the manpower of Kana and other worlds like it to become valuable enough to send repatriation missions out to gather it up and bring it into the industrial combines.


  Yet the Kana planetfall brought some surprises to Kenyon and Grancor and Bothwell, the mission’s nominal head. The barges were gone, the inhabitants strangely changed and uncivilized, and a million islands where none had been before.


  “Vulcanism is out,” Bothwell was declaring. “Kana and the Kana sun are too old to support that kind of thing.”


  “You don’t know,” Grancor said drily; “you are a starman, not a geologist.”


  “I’m no agronomist, either,” bellowed Bothwell, “but I can tell you nothing grows here but those damn Feathers!”


  “They only look like feathers,” Grancor said, “you’ve seen stranger growths—”


  Isolation, thought Kenyon, is sharpening their natural antagonisms. Isolation and failure. A failure that neither of them will face up to. He knew that, in a matter of days, Bothwell would blow up and order the Kana natives herded into the starship’s holds by force. They had the weapons, but somehow Kenyon dreaded taking such a step; there were dangers on Kana that none of the three men from the stars had yet recognized—he was sure of it.


  He armed himself and went up the ramp toward the bickering voices; it would be a pleasure to interrupt them.


  BOTHWELL looked up as he entered, a frown on his craggy face. Kenyon decided again, as he had every day for weeks, that he didn’t like Bothwell.


  “And where do you think you’re going?”


  “Where indeed?” murmured Grancor. “Booted, armed and armored, our young colleague goes to meet his pretty savage, of course.”


  Kenyon flushed. “Since we seem to be wasting time here,” he snapped with some bravado, “I’m going into the forest to talk to the chief.”


  “Is that wise?” Grancor asked Bothwell.


  “Let him go,” the big man said. “When he’s convinced talking won’t help, we’ll go out with blasters and herd the trogs into the ship.”


  Kenyon forced down his anger and turned away. At the bulkhead, he stopped, unwilling to go without asking their help, and hating to do it. “Please guard the command channel,” he said casually. “I’ll report any progress by radio . . .”


  Bothwell let out a hoot of coarse laughter. “Progress! Into the forest at night with his pretty trog and he wants to keep us informed!”


  Kenyon turned on his heel and almost ran out of the ship, his face burning. Damn them both anyway!


  The sun was down and a thick dusk hung over the island. Kenyon’s boots sank into the stinking, burned soil as he went, making him stumble. Like a red, unhealed scar, he thought. Typical of the improvements made by man on the worlds he exploited.


  Elyra was still where he had left her, waiting in the shadow of the tall plumes. The drums sounded louder, their leaden beat drifting across the darkling water of the sea from island to island. The last bloody light was fading from the sky.


  Without talk, Kenyon took the girl’s extended hand and together they vanished into the forest of waving plumes.


  l


  —the night wind and drums in the forest a feeding circle forms to greet a past man from the stars and the anger in the throbbing beat underfoot grows dark and hungry wait the plumes whisper he is coming wait the soil says he is coming to us your father will care for you and feed you and you need not go out among the stars I will protect you—


  l


  IT SEEMED to Kenyon that they walked for hours through the darkness. He was conscious of a growing excitement in Elyra, of a feeling of triumph and anticipation. He thought of Grancor’s speculations on cannibalism among the Kana people and a sick thrill ran through him.


  As they reached a clearing in the forest, the drums stopped; silence fell like a blow. Elyra turned to face him, her eyes wide and dark in the shadows.


  He struck a match and lit a cigaret, sucking the smoke deep into his lungs. Elyra flicked her tongue over her lips and Kenyon noticed its sharp tip. He almost succumbed to an impulse to turn back, but the thought of Bothwell and Grancor laughing at him held him where he was.


  “Be steadfast, Kenyon,” Elyra said, as though she had guessed his thoughts. “Be brave and above all—be wise when you meet the father.”


  “Father?”


  She stamped a bare foot on the resilient ground impatiently. “The father, Kenyon,” she said again. “The great one who came to my people after yours had deserted us—”


  There it was again, Kenyon thought—that schism between the people of Kana and the rest of the inhabited worlds. Your people. My people. As though the birth of a legend of gods from space had changed the inhabitants of Kana into something apart from the rest of the human race.


  “There are no gods from space, little one,” Kenyon said gently. “Only more men.”


  “The father is not a man,” Elyra whispered. Kenyon could almost feel the mystic calm that descended on her as she contemplated the legendary past. “Long ago, when the people of Kana lived on the sea and were dying, the great gods came to us and fed us and made us warm.” Her tone grew scornful. “You would not understand me; I cannot make you understand. But the father will speak with him, I am sure, and you will know why our people must remain here for always.”


  “No,” Kenyon said. “One way or another, your people will come with us. You are needed elsewhere.”


  She laughed at him. “When time ends—when the red star dies—we will be here on Kana. And so will every man who touched the sacred soil . . .”


  She stood on tip toes and kissed him, and Kenyon felt a stinging pain on his lips.


  “Savage!” He stepped back, wiping blood from his mouth where her sharp tongue had pierced his flesh. He struck her across the face, hard, and she fell. It came to him in a sickening flash of completion. Not cannibals—vampires. He felt his stomach heave convulsively. That descendants of civilized men could become so depraved was unbelievable.


  GRANCOR and Bothwell had to be warned. He keyed his pack radio with the message and waited for a response as Elyra watched him from the shadows. There was no response. Damn them! Were they guarding the channel or weren’t they? He had no way of knowing.


  Elyra laughed. The sound of it was infuriating. He drew his blaster and pointed it at her. “Lead the way back,” he commanded with more confidence than he felt.


  For answer, she laughed again and vanished into the darkness of the thicket of plumes. Nightmare! Kenyon fired blindly, searing a path through the feathery growth. Again, laughter.


  And then a sudden thudding rush of naked feet, and hands laid roughly on him, clawing, beating. He screamed with fright, threshing, about in the grip of strong arms. Then there was a stunning pain at the base of his skull and darkness, deep and black as the night of space itself.


  l


  When Kenyon awoke, he lay naked in a clearing lit with torches. All about, a sea of faces—the people of Kana. Someone was beating a drum, very softly, with an insistent and hypnotic rhythm. His bare flesh touched the ground, and for the first time, Kenyon was conscious of the peculiar texture of the soil. Smooth, but warm with some kind of latent, inner heat.


  The entire tribe of trogs was swaying, self-entranced by the drum beats and the smoky night. Kenyon could hear their murmured chant, made endless by repetition:


  “—wake father wake father wake father—”


  Kenyon tried to sit up, found that he could not. Unseen, fleshy bands held him firm to the ground. Panic stirred in him, and he suppressed it with au the power of his will and training. He twisted his head about to see if he could find Elyra in the sea of faces, but she was indistinguishable from any other woman. Ail were naked, ail were swaying in their ritual chant. The very air seemed to vibrate with the beat of it.


  Kenyon twisted his head aside and froze with honor. Not ten meters from him a stump of a man stood upright—


  —no, it was not a stump at all—but a native buried to the armpits in the ground. His eyes were wide open and his mouth worked convulsively. The soil itself was pulsating slowly as the man sank steadily downward.


  The man screamed. A liquid mumbling wail that broke into jibberish. A yell erupted from the gathered trogs.


  “—father wakes father wakes!”


  Kenyon, eyes bulging, lay stiff waiting for he knew not what. The sinking man raised an arm like an automaton, pointing directly at the captive. As though something had taken control of his vocal cords—something alien that found speech a clumsy thing—the man spoke in a hollow, ragged, sepulchral voice.


  “You—man from the stars! Why have you come here?”


  Kenyon could not reply.


  “To steal my people. To take them from me,” the accusing voice thundered. “When their own kind deserted them—I came across parsecs of space—across the gulf between the galaxies—to live with them and care for them. And now you think to take them away?” And the buried man laughed. A hollow, booming, awful sound in the firelit forest. The trogs echoed his mirthless laughter.


  —it’s a trick, Kenyon thought. Hypnosis. Or I’m going mad. I thought the whole world was speaking through that man’s mouth—


  The man swept his arms about in a wild circle. He shouted at the trogs: “Eat! I feast! Join me, eat!”


  Kenyon struggled against the bonds that held him, panic surging in him. But the trogs did not attack him with their sucking, pointed tongues. They bent over, pressing their mouths against the ground, plunging their tongues into the soil. The buried man screamed once more and vanished, with a wet, sucking noise.


  The whole thing leaped into focus in Kenyon’s mind, like a picture forming. The soil, the earth—the islands; that was the father. A race of beings from across space, finding refuge in the shallow, warm waters of a world abandoned by the humans of the inner galaxy. Huge, plumed beasts, willing to live in a ghastly symbiosis with the men they found on Kana. Giving them the blood of the land to eat, and taking in return the flesh of men. It was sickening, horrifying. Kenyon could imagine the people leaving the barges for the islands they could see rising in their ocean, and eventually living like parasites on the blood under the tawny skin . . .


  WITH SICK disgust raging in him, Kenyon threshed about, fighting tooth and nail to free himself. He had to get away—oat into the cold, clean dark of space—away from this nightmare of alien and human depravity.


  And then suddenly, he was free and running through the forest, with the naked horde of trogs running behind him, torches blazing.


  The awful plumes tore at his flesh, the hot pulsing soil of the island softened to slow him. He could hear himself screaming in mixed rage and terror as he fled.


  He had to get back!


  Back to warn the others!


  Back to the starship and cold clean metal under his naked feet and sanity again.


  Behind him the trogs howled, and the dark forest echoed their cries.


  And at last he was running across the burned flesh of the area of the starship’s landing. A ragged, craterlike puckered mouth. The ground rippled and heaved in anger. Kenyon stumbled, fell. Picked himself up again and plunged into the open valve with a sobbing, rasping cry.


  Grancor and Bothwell sat in the control room, their faces white. They did not move when Kenyon stumbled into the cabin. They did not speak as he babbled his story and yelled at them to lift the ship.


  “You’ve gone mad! Can’t you understand what I’m saying? We must get out!”


  When they did not respond, he took the controls himself and closed the relays. The rockets did not fire.


  There was a sinking sensation to the deck. Kenyon felt his sanity totter.


  Grancor took him by the arm and led him to a port near the still-open valve.


  “Look outside,” Grancor said gently.


  “You got my message,” Kenyon said.


  Grancor nodded.


  Kenyon stood in the open port, looking out.


  The sky was reddening in the east, and in the crimson light the plumes were waving agitatedly. The ground was close. Too close. The red, mutilated mouth had closed on the ship. Kenyon remembered the buried man with a thrill of horror. The ship was sinking. In another few moments it would be completely ingested.


  Kenyon was conscious of the nearness of a supernal, mammoth intelligence. It hungered.


  Grancor and Kenyon stood in the open port, watching the silent circle of trogs that had formed around the starship. They felt their craft sinking slowly, down and down—into, the bloody, living land.


  Knowledge is Power


  H.B. Fyfe


  It’s a nice phrase, and there’s a sort of “truth” about it—but you have to ask which knowledge and what kind of power?


  THE YELLOW HE YELLOW star that warmed the surface of Vunor had not yet climbed above the low hills outside the city when Myru e Chib crept from his cane-and-mud hovel. He shivered in his ragged gray tunic and tried to hug his four arms about him; since two of them ended in blunt stumps, this was difficult, “Good morning, Loyu e Huj Keviu!” he murmured in a droning voice. “May you suffer no mishap this day!”


  He stared hard at the wooden roof of the ruler’s clay-brick palace, where it glinted in the dawn-light above the surrounding one-story buildings at the center of Fyogil. Then he looked down at the pair of eight-digited hands left him. He started along the dusty street toward the guard-post placed where die city met die fields.


  It was, after all, necessary to beg his food for the day if he wished to walk out across the plain, later—to the Terran spaceship.


  Myru trotted along the unpaved street on two thick legs that were less flexible than his arms, because the joints between the four-inch sections had adapted to support considerable weight. Though the Vunorian was only three-quarters the height of the Terran explorers, who had recently landed from the stars, his trunk and neck were comparatively much thicker. His scale-coloring was average among males of his kind—dull, dark blue on limbs, back, and head, but grayish white in front.


  His head was broad, with a heavy bony ridge circling front and sides above the four eyes; he breathed through air-vents situated over each corner of his wide slit of a mouth. Short tendrils projecting from the air-vents carried his auditory-nerves.


  As he moved along the street, he turned his head slightly from side to side, for ease in scanning the sides of the thoroughfare. On each side of his head, under the bony ridge, was a burn scar where his side eyes had been.


  Approaching the guard-post, Myru slowed prudently.


  Lest I be thought a runaway thief, he thought ironically, though it is famous that I have never been caught with any stolen object!


  A single sentry leaned forlornly on his two spears outside the clay-and-wood barracks. Myru eyed the soldier’s thick tunic and cloak enviously; they were colored a deep crimson and looked warm.


  Noticing Myru, the sentry turned deliberately, and strolled away a few steps, as if to look across the’ plain toward the hills where the Terran spaceship had landed. Myru slipped past to the rear entrance of the building.


  FIVE OF the Keviu’s soldiers were grumbling over their meal at a long table. One, Squad-master Rawm e Deej, winked the eye on the left side of his head toward an adjoining room.


  Myru entered it and found oil and cloths in a small locker. Fie set to work polishing the long-bladed spears in a rack, and finished by brushing off the spare sandals of wood, topped with closely-woven cloth. As he worked, he heard the soldiers leave their meal. Myru peeped out when he was sure that the sentry just relieved had gone directly to his pallet in the sleeping-chamber; Rawm lingered on his stool, having dispatched the common soldiers to their posts.


  “There is soup in the big pot,” he said as Myru moved about collecting leftovers, “and I doubt that anyone wants the rest of that bread.”


  Myru poured out the soup into a bowl, but slipped the stale bread into a pouch hung from his rope-belt. He would be expected to clean the pots; but with his evening meal in the pouch, he could stay as long as he wanted, out near the ship. Fie wished that cleaning the weapons could be made an excuse to stop at the guardpost more often.


  Rawm e Deej sat silently by, while Myru drank the soup. Neither referred to the fact that they were cousins, though Myru knew that otherwise he would not have been permitted there; should Loyu hear of it, Rawm would certainly be dismissed. Nor did they mention that Myru had been the other’s captain, before he had protested too violently the Keviu’s decision to seize his mate, Komyil.


  “You go again to the Terran ship?” asked Rawm.


  “Yes. They are teaching me their talk.”


  “Indeed?” Rawm made a hissing exclamation through his air vents. “What sort of beings are they? I was not with the procession when the Keviu went out to view them.”


  “They say they have come only to explore Vunor, as they study other worlds among the stars. They are tall, heavy, scaleless, and look funny—with only two arms. But let me tell you, they have some fanciful machines in that ship.”


  “They let you inside?” Rawm demanded. “I thought they told the Keviu their air was unhealthy for us!”


  Myru glanced about to ensure privacy, turning his head awkwardly because his side-eyes had been blinded. He knew he could trust Rawm, but one never knew about others; one more session with Loyu’s knife-men would indeed be costly.


  “I do not think they would like it known,” he murmured, “but their air is nearly the same as ours, except not so fresh; their world is much like Vunor, though bigger, they say.”


  “Indeed?” Rawm hissed again in surprise. “I am happy that our seamen have finally proved Vunor a sphere. At least, we need not appear too ignorant to the star beings.”


  “Hoh!” said Myru in amusement. “I am not so sure of that! If they thought us so wise, they might ask us about the land and its animals; instead, they pluck up plants, dig rocks, and send me to catch small animals for them to cut up.”


  “They do that?” exclaimed Rawm. “Why?”


  “As I say, they value the seeking of knowledge. Which reminds me—perhaps you could sell for me some things they traded me for my catch. It would not look well for me to be seen in the market-place with such fine knives, or the little needle they say is better than our compasses, or the jewelry.”


  “They gave you jewels?”


  “Hoh!” said Myru. “They are glass, such as our sailors take to the island savages, but of beautiful quality—good enough for the Kevin’s harem even.”


  He paused, with a twinge of remembrance and hatred. “Some,” he forced himself to continue as Rawm considerately lowered all four eyes, “are of metal as fine as real silver.”


  “Well, bring me something,” said Rawm, “and I will try. I remember arresting a certain lender of silver a time ago, for buying thieved goods. He owes me the favor of saying I took them from the thief.”


  He noticed Myru’s expression, and fluttered the eight digits of one hand in protest. “I had them both and one was enough,” he said. “Would you have me toss away a chance to buy us some decent food? That monster in the palace needs a good, smart spear-thrust through the money-pouch!”


  He stopped suddenly and looked about with all eyes; Myru began to collect the pots and bowls for washing, as if he had not heard. Rawm sighed, and stomped out in his wooden sandals.


  WHEN HE had earned his meal, Myru slipped out the back door and started across the fields toward the hills.


  He watched the road for a while, until he saw that no carrying-chairs of court favorites were moving along it. The Terran ship had been outside Fyogil for eleven days now, and the novelty was wearing off. Myru shifted over to the road and fell into a monotonous, shambling trot.


  When the dark green foliage of the thick-spreading hill-trees loomed before him, lie turned to his right along a freshly-beaten trail through the brownish stubble of an old grain-field. The Terran ship reared its gleaming height above a charred circle.


  Richter and Kean were talking near the ladder to the exit port. To Myru, their voices had a sing-song quality, soaring upward on questions like a female’s and dropping to deep, chesty tones at other times. He waited respectfully to be noticed.


  “Hullo, there!” said Kean. “It’s our pal, Mumble-Mumble.”


  “I am Myru e Chib,” said the Vunorian, humoring them in case they really had not recognized them.


  He had, he reminded himself, difficulty in telling them apart, except for two or three. Richter, who dealt with substances, had bright yellow hair atop his head; one of the five who drove the ship had reddish. Lombardi, who dealt with plants and was the thickest of the Terrans, had none. To identify others except Kean, Myru had to look twice.


  “All ready to find us something new?” asked Kean.


  “Yes,” said Myru.


  Kean was the one who had told him he was glad to hear that there was no life—but for a few great fish—on Vunor larger than the planet’s dominant race.


  “Come in,” he said, turning to the ladder, “and I’ll show you what I want.”


  He climbed nimbly upward. They had told Myru that they came from a world where everything was slightly heavier; but the Vunorian thought he could have climbed faster than the Terran—were he not lacking two hands that Loyu had ordered chopped off.


  Three years now, he thought, following Kean up the metal rungs. Some day, I will pay him back! May he suffer no mishap till that day!


  He wondered about Komyll, remembering the beautiful purplish tints in her scales and the way she had cried out when the Kevin’s soldiers had dragged her to the palace. Yet, he also had to remember seeing her ride through the streets beside Loyu; she had seen Myru lurking furtively behind the glumly cheering crowd, and turned to the ruler with an amused “Hoh!”


  Has she forgotten? he asked himself. But no—she only hid her feelings lest he revenge himself further upon me.


  Kean entered the ship, and Myru gave his attention to recalling the little of the Terran language he had been taught. He was glad he had been outside the city when the spaceship had landed. With little time to spare from their research, the visitors had bothered to teach their speech only to Myru, so far, and he planned to profit by it if he could.


  “I’ll show you a group of the rodents you brought in,” said Kean, leading the way up another, interior, ladder. “I’d like more if you can catch them. Also some of the river-fish to compare with the ones from the ocean you bought from your fishermen.”


  If he knew how I “bought” them! Myru reflected.
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  KEAN SLID open a door and they entered his laboratory. Myru looked at the remains of three of the small animals he had caught for the Terran. The pori, which was as high as Kean’s knobby leg-joint, had been put together again—although its inner organs were to be seen on a shelf, floating in bottles of liquid. Perhaps it had been stuffed, Myru decided. The other specimens were still dismembered.


  “These are the ones,” said Kean. “Can you get more?”


  “I think yes,” said Myru.


  “They appear to belong to the same family. In fact, if you will forgive my saying so, their structure—to judge from externals—resembles yours; it is also to be seen in a less-developed stage in the fish.”


  “Your words have great interest,” Myru told him, “but why do you seek such knowing?”


  Kean showed amusement by what the Terrans called laughing. “What else is worth having but knowledge?”


  “Tower,” answered Myru promptly, thinking of Loyu e Huj.


  “Knowledge is power,” argued Kean. “Could all your workers or soldiers make a ship like this? They have strength, yes; but we made it because we had knowledge.”


  “By yourselves?”


  “No, of course not. By ‘we’ I mean our civilization. What this expedition learns about Vunor will be only a small item in the information available to others in our culture. Yet, it would be a long time before another expedition visited here to report whether the planet might be good for a colony, or a repair-station, or for minerals.”


  “As you say,” agreed Myru.


  “But one never knows when having the facts on hand might save a lot of trouble. That shows you why it’s a good policy for everyone to observe what he can and to collect knowledge. If it isn’t exactly power, at least it creates power.”


  Myru made a sound of assent, and looked thoughtfully at the dissected specimens.


  “How about birds?” asked Kean. “We have seen some flying above the hills.”


  “They are beyond me,” said Myru staring unhappily at the deck. “Perhaps I can find a more agile fellow to hunt them.”


  “No matter,” said Kean. “You can take me through the hills with a shotgun, and I’ll get some myself.”


  “Shotgun?”


  “One of our minor weapons—like a rifle. We carry them for hunting, just as we carry grenades, bombs, and rocket-torpedoes in case of real trouble. How about going into the hills now?”


  Myru hesitated.


  “What’s the matter? Didn’t you say there wasn’t anything big enough to hurt us?”


  “Well,” Myru answered, “in the hills I thought not to go. I do not like it with only a club. There might be a kuugh.”


  “A kuugh? What’s that? Dangerous?”


  “Not very high,” Myru told him, “but thick and very . . . very—”


  “Vicious?”


  “I think yes. Maybe I can show you where to look, since you have weapons.”


  Kean laughed in the Terran manner. “We’ll have a look now. I’ll bring a shotgun and a rifle in case we meet anything like your kuugh.”


  He sent Myru to wait on the ground below. In a little while, he came down the ladder with two strange objects, which Myru took to be the weapons mentioned.


  “Hey, Richter,” called Kean. “I’m going out with Mumble to get some Dims. Want to come?”


  The yellow-haired Terran declined, but suggested that some of the others might go. Kean spoke into a little machine connected to the ship by wires, and was soon joined by two more Terrans. One was Lombardi, the thick one.


  THE PARTY started off. As Myru led them into the hills, he saw that Lombardi was more interested in shrubs, trees, and blossoms than in helping to find birds. The third, called Harris, continually scampered off to chip at rocks.


  “Why does he do that?” Myru asked Kean.


  “To see what your planet is made of. It is really very much like our own, enough to make an extremely convenient colony.”


  “Colony?”


  “A place for some of us to live in this part of the Galaxy so our starships would have a supply base.”


  “As you say,” agreed Myru, but he was thinking hard.


  He recalled the troubles that had followed the bearing of his own civilization to some of the outlying islands. It was told about the market-place that few of the island-people still survived, though Myru himself had once journeyed to the seacoast to see the great ships that sailed back with goods from the conquered lands.


  By the middle of the day, he had led them through the narrow range of hills. He now carried a number of birds Kean had shot down, and no longer leaped into the air at the report of the Terran’s weapon. He was, in fact, wondering how he could manage to borrow the other—the rifle. He paused on the crest of the last hill, above the rolling dunes of the desert that lay beyond.


  “Over that way,” he said, pointing with one of his unmaimed arms, “lies the road to the mountain-cities. There is much sand in between.”


  “What was it, Harris?” Kean asked his companion.


  “Hard to say just offhand,” murmured the other Terran. “Not a sea-bottom. Maybe over-cultivated once.”


  “Did your people ever live out there?” Kean asked Myru.


  “Long ago, I think. If you look that way . . . where the hills curve out . . .can maybe see old, old building sticking out of sand.”


  The Terrans squinted against the brightness of the desert.


  “By golly, he’s right!” exclaimed Harris. “What say we take a walk over there?”


  “Not . . . like,” Myru demurred. “It’s too late. Be dark before we come back through hills. It is further than shows.”


  He thought Kean was not displeased; it had been a long walk. He let the Terrans make him promise to show them the ruins the next day, and they started back.


  Before they parted at the ship, he offered to try hunting a kuugh if Kean would lend him the rifle. The Terran leaped at the chance, although Myru thought the others were inclined to disapprove.


  “What harm could it do?” demanded Kean. “It’s only a superslingshot!”


  “Some . . . things . . . are good at copying,” muttered Harris.


  “Aw, suppose they do. What good will it do them against fission-torpedoes or automatic-cannon? Not to mention the biological weapons we carry in case of mass hostilities!” Myru listened with interest, but the others yielded to Kean’s vehemence. Accepting the rifle and brief instruction in its use, the Vunorian withdrew. On the road again, he struck out for the city at a steady trot, pausing only once—to disguise the rifle in a bundle of dead branches such as he might openly carry home for kindling.


  DUSK FELL, shortly after he had reached his hovel, and Myru crept forth to seek out certain individuals among the riff-raff of the city; some, sniffing profit to themselves, were eager to obtain what he wanted. A few were annoyed at being diverted from their own little coups, planned to net them a money pouch or two.


  None, however, bluntly refused Myra’s request; for it was widely told that, though under the Kevin’s displeasure, he still had the ears of former comrades among the soldiery. A prudent thief avoided unnecessary grudges.


  Myru arranged that they should meet him in the hills at dawn with what they could steal. Then he went unobtrusively to the guard-post of his cousin, Rawm e Deej, and waited till that officer came out to make his last round of the night.


  Myru attracted his attention and moved cautiously up the road.


  “What now?” demanded Rawm, as Myru drew him into the deeper shadows of a spreading bush.


  “I have had an idea,” said Myru, and proceeded to describe it to his cousin . . .


  l


  Early the next day, Myru surveyed the sand-choked entrance to the old ruin. He held the Terran rifle in one hand. With his other uninjured hand, he beckoned the nearest of the score of ill-clad, shifty fellows behind him. “The old gate is still there,” he said. “See if you can push it open.”


  Three of them moved forward with an ill grace, but the curiosity Myru had been careful to leave unsatisfied kept them from grumbling too openly. They heaved and panted, and the dried wood of the gate squeaked in protest.


  Another of the band, a hulking fellow who had lost one of his front eyes, slogged through the sand to help. Myru recalled him as Yorn—a notorious robber who went by no name, but who cut throats efficiently nevertheless.


  With the added weight, the gate rasped open reluctantly on its ancient hinges. When the others hesitated, Myru led the way inside. There was little rubble in the interior, which was a single chamber with bricked-up windows, such as might once have been a warehouse.


  “Good,” he approved. “Not much sand got inside. All right—everybody come in! There’s nothing here to hurt. Bring the spades and brooms . . . and let me see what you have in your pouches!”


  “You expect us to sweep out the sand?” demanded Yorn. “What ails your wits, Myru e Chib? Where’s the profit?”


  “There will be enough profit for all, and yet more,” Myru retorted. “It is true I did not tell you how it is to be won. I will give you a hint—you will be shoveling more than sand!”


  He glanced around at them, forced as usual to turn his head to accomplish it. They had gathered in a little group and were watching him uneasily.


  But jar enough inside the gateway, he thought, slipping two of his thin fingers inside the loop of metal guarding the firing lever of the Terran weapon.


  “You are really digging at the foundations of the Keviu’s throne!” he told them.


  He saw that the idea scared them, and felt the old anger growing inside him, “Why not?” he shouted, “Are you afraid for your lives? Look at you! Do you live so well it matters? Why not take a chance on becoming the masters instead of the outcasts?”


  “That’s all very well, Myru e Chib,” said an ugly fellow with dull, greenish scales, “but how is this wonder to be done?”


  “By you—and some others I know of—doing what I tell you,” snapped Myru. “Believe me, I have planned carefully.”


  “Hoh!” said the green-scaled one.


  He turned toward the doorway, through which the heat and light of the desert reached in like a fiery hand.


  “Wait,” suggested Yorn, the robber. “He may know something of value. No harm counting what is in his money-pouch before we pass him by.”


  The other paused, as did two or three who had drifted after him.


  “First,” said Myru quickly, “I have you; and there are more such as we in the city who will follow the glint of silver past the spear points of the Keviu’s guards.”


  “But such long spears they have,” murmured Yorn.


  “Secondly,” Myru continued, “though I will speak no names, I know a few soldiers, who in turn know others; they are nearly as hungry as we.”


  There was a shuffling of feet at the reminder of his contacts, and other signs of awakening interest. He even heard a few admiring grunts of “Hoh!” His former position and the cause of his dismissal were common knowledge.


  “And thirdly, I have the friendship of the Terrans, who are very knowing people and have in their ship such weapons as you have never imagined.”


  The green-scaled one hesitated at that. “Have they promised you help?” he demanded.


  “Not yet,” admitted Myru, “but I will arrange—Wait!”


  But the other had turned to the exit once more. Yorn sidled forward with a worried expression, two of his hands groping at the rope-girdle of his faded blue tunic for the notorious knives he carried there. “He will tell,” he murmured.


  “I warn you, wait!” called Myru, but not very loudly.


  Something in his tone impelled the deserter to look around. Myru pointed the Terran rifle at the silhouette against the bright sand, and pulled the firing-lever.


  The report echoed between the clay brick walls, freezing the group of thieves in their tracks. It was followed by 3, meaty thud as the body dropped to the sand-veiled flagging and rolled a little way into the chamber. The finger of light from outside illuminated a purple-oozing hole above the eyes.


  Better than I thought I could do, Myru congratulated himself. How convenient of him to help me show the scum what power I hold!


  “Stop carressing my weapon with your eyes, Yorn!” he said calmly. “Mine it will remain, though I have other means of doing what I plan. Do I still sound crazed?”


  “I would not say so,” answered Yorn. “I think perhaps we will sweep out the sand now. The next I will leave to you.”
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  MYRU STOOD quietly aside as the robber served out brooms and spades, and pushed the others into a line across the hail to attack the layer of sand. Then he beckoned Yorn to join him beside the pouches brought by the thieves. “Open them,” he ordered, “and let us see what they found during their night-calls!”


  Yorn looked surprised at the variety of statuettes of small animals or fish that had formerly decorated homes in the city, but he removed their protective-wrappings wordlessly and dusted off ledges about the hall at Myru’s bidding. The latter followed him, setting the statuettes wherever they would fit.


  By late afternoon, the interior was clear of sand; the walls, and a few stone tables put together after being dug out the sand, were populated by carvings of Vunor’s fauna, Myru’s henchmen slumped upon the cool stone floor to rest.


  “I must go now, Yorn,” said their leader. “Finish smoothing the sand outside so it will not look new, and have someone bury that before the heat makes it smell any worse!”


  “Where are you going?” asked Yorn. with the assurance of the secondary command he had assumed.


  “I must visit the Terrans,” Myru told him. “If all goes well, we will return for a short visit—so I want you to have everyone out of here before dark. Wait for me tonight along the road to the city.”


  He paused outside, squinting in the glare.


  If anyone watches from the hills, I would never see Mm, he decided, and set off toward them at a brisk trot.
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  Shadows were lengthening as he approached the Terran ship. Most of the aliens were sitting on the ground outside, about an open fire which they seemed to enjoy.


  As would I—if I lived in a palace, thought Myru.


  He edged into the circle of light and waited until he was noticed.


  “Well, well, what brings you out here in the evening?” asked Kean.


  “I think,” said Myru, “that maybe you like to see the temple in the sands now.”


  “Now?”


  “It is a good time. No one will dare go there at night, being afraid of spirits.”


  Kean laughed before he could control himself in the interests of courtesy. The other Terrans exchanged glances in their head-turning fashion, and Myru knew that they were amused.


  “All right!” said Kean. “I’ll go see what it’s like. Who else?”


  The stone-chipper named Harris, and two others, decided that the tour might relieve their boredom; they went with Kean to get weapons. When they had made ready, Myru led them back the way he had come.


  IT WAS DARK by now, and Myru had some difficulty until he reached to open expanse of the desert. In the light of the stars, his vision was at least as good as that of the Terrans, to judge by the number of times they stumbled. For the sake of impressing them, Myru cautioned them often to make no noise.


  Finally, the party reached the ruined building. Warning the Terrans again to be quiet, Myru borrowed one of the mechanical-torches he had forbidden them to light in the open, and slipped inside. One flash of the cold-light showed him that all had been left as he desired.


  When he judged that the Terrans had had time to become sufficiently uneasy, listening to the whisper of sand blowing in the chilling night-breeze, he padded outside and called them. Keane exclaimed in subdued tones at the sight of the statuettes facing him from every ledge and niche.


  “What are they here for?” he asked Myru, as his friend wandered about in a group, examining the Vunorian “temple” and conversing quietly.


  “It is a temple,” answered Myru.


  “Yes, of course! But why the animals? Say—there’s a kind you never brought me!”


  “It swims in the sea,” Myru alibied. “The images? They were set here by those desiring to honor their ancestors, or maybe to make them friends.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It is believed on Vunor that each person, when he passes, will be one of these . . . will become some animal . . . do I say right?”


  “Oh-h-h!” Kean exclaimed with sudden understanding. “A sort of reincarnation. I might have guessed it!”


  He had to explain the word to Myru. Then the other Terrans gathered around as the latter further informed them that the reincarnation worked only in one direction—animals did not later become people, so that one had no need to worry about one’s offspring too. A new thought struck Kean.


  “But why is it that this doesn’t seem to bother you? You came out here in the dark when none of the other natives would, and you bring me specimens to dissect. Flow do you know I didn’t cut up your own grandfather?”


  “My male ancestors,” said Myru, “belong to one of the fish clans. Besides—like myself—many of us have sunk to the point of not really believing it any more.”


  “Oh. I see,” laughed Kean, apparently relieved. “How about the official. . .your whaddyacallim . . . Keviu?”


  “He is very strict about it,” said Myru. “Even to the point of . . . of . . .”


  “Fanaticism?” prompted Kean, as if preparing to hear the worst.


  “Yes, I think. He does not like anything new—even beings from the stars—and he has those in his palace with long, not-too-sharp knives to speak with such that disagree.”


  He could not tell whether Kean looked worried. The others muttered some words he did not know, but they were a good deal more quiet on the way back to their ship. Myra left them there, after promising Kean again to hunt for a kuugh the next day, and trotted warily along the road to the city.


  NOT FAR from the outlying hovels, he thought he heard a noise. Then a cautious murmur reached him. “Myru e Chib?”


  “As you say. Yorn?”


  The robber and the others flowed silently out of the darkness to gather around him.


  “Are they willing?” demanded the three-eyed cutthroat, shivering in the growing chill of midnight.


  “It takes but a short talk tomorrow to arrange things,” said Myru cautiously. “Meanwhile, it would be well to make ourselves invisible against the rise of dawn. Are all with us?”


  “Everyone!” replied Yorn, with grim emphasis.


  “Remain so loyal,” said Myru, “and each shall have the looting of a palace! Rut first, we must enter the city while darkness yet covers us; such a band approaching in the light would look suspicious.”


  “Any one of us, Myru e Chib, would look suspicious by daylight!” said someone in the darkness.


  Myru snorted “Hoh!” with them, then told Yorn to follow him at a hundred paces. He headed for the guard-post, walking slowly as he drew near.


  He did not see the sentry huddled against the wall until the fellow challenged him in a low voice. Myru halted instantly.


  A good sign! he exulted. Normally, he would shout out, caring net whom he caught.


  He approached slowly upon command and murmured his name.


  “Hoh! Well met, Myru e Chib!” said the soldier, with the greater politeness than Myru had recently enjoyed. “I will tell Master Rawm you have arrived.”


  “Wait!” said Myru. “Tell me—is all well?”


  “For us in this post, I can say ‘yes.’ Rawn e Deej has not told us more, but after a long day in the city, he returned with a cheerful look about him.”


  “Good, then! Call him, but pay no heed to any friends of mine you may see on the road!”


  Within a very few moments, Rawm hurried out, breathing on the sentry’s back.


  “Myru!” he greeted his cousin. “Come inside! I have much to tell you!”


  “First—have you room to hide a score of my friends?”


  “A score of—” Rawm broke off to peer into the darkness. After Myru explained in a few hasty words, he said, “Bring them in quietly. They can find places for the night in the barracks. All my spearmen are ready to follow you.”


  “My cousin!” said Myru.


  Fie moved a few steps down the road and called softly to Yorn. When the group had been guided into the unlighted building by Rawm, Myru drew the robber aside.


  “Choose two or three well-known as secretive,” he instructed, “and go into the city proper. With luck, you should be able to double your numbers from these padding the alleys. I will ask Rawm to send a soldier or two through the streets, so you will not be interfered with.”


  WHEN YORN had departed with a taciturn pair of thieves, preceded by a “patrol” of Rawm’s guard, the cousins sat down in the kitchen room of the post. Rawm told a cheerful tale of disgruntled soldiery.


  “Except the company of thirty-two palace-guardsmen,” he added, after detailing those who had fervently sworn to aid in any uprising against the detested Loyu e Kuj. “They will have to be loyal, for it is common knowledge that he has enriched them with the estates and wives of many he has had executed, or has forced to flee into the desert.”


  “And the bulk of the military is with us, so easily? You must be more popular than even I hoped, Rawm.”


  “Hoh! Let me tell you something! You are not the only cousin in the city who has met the Keviu’s knife-men; you just lived longer than most. There is many a score to settle!”


  “Perhaps I had not noticed,” said Myru, “for thinking of my own. May no mishap befall the monster without me at his side!”


  “Exactly as you say!” Rawm endorsed feelingly.


  “And now,” said Myru, “show me a sleeping-place. I must go to the Terran ship at dawn.”


  Rawm woke him while it was still dark, fed him hot soup, and sent out a pair of soldiers to see that the way was clear. Myru passed them just outside the city.


  “Do not look so eager with those spears,” he advised, “or things may be thought!”


  “Hoh!” retorted one of the soldiers, cheerfully stroking the broad blades of his weapons. “They will be brief thoughts, then. Until we meet . . . Keviu!”


  “Hoh!” murmured Myru in his turn, pleased despite himself. “Until we meet!”
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  He reached the Terran ship before any of the aliens had opened the round door in its flank, and squatted patiently beside the ashes of the dead fire while the sky grew bright. At last, the red-thatched crewman appeared, and climbed down the ladder to the ground.


  “Hey, there!” he greeted Myru. “Looking for Kean?”


  “Yes,” said the Vunorian. “I have a tale for him.”


  The crewman shouted up to another who was just starting to climb down. The summons was relayed inside the ship, and Kean presently appeared. Myru discreetly led him aside from the growing group and the equipment they were passing down to use in their day’s pursuit of knowledge.


  “I am sorry to take you to the temple,” he told the Terran.


  “Why?”


  “I am told by a friend who serves in the Keviu’s palace that an early worshipper saw our tracks in sand; the Keviu is sending soldiers to see.” Kean whistled, a sound unpleasing to Myru, and one which he interpreted to indicate concern. The other Terrans, when called over by Kean, also acted annoyed.


  “Will they try to make trouble?” Harris asked Myru.


  “The present Keviu is famous for his strictness. It is often said people wish there could be a kinder Keviu.”


  “Well, there will be, if he tries to monkey with us!” Harris threatened. “A couple of you fellows chase up the ladder and bring down a few guns and grenades. Pistols ought to do for these clowns.”


  “By the way,” said Kean, looking at Myru, “where’s the rifle I lent you to get a kuugh with?”


  “I left it with a friend, an officer of the city guard.”


  “What?”


  The others somehow looked as startled as Kean sounded.


  “How come you know an officer so well?” asked one.


  “I was once a captain myself,” said Myru, hoping they could not tell how very far from that state his faded tunic appeared. “To tell the truth, I can claim to be relative of the Keviu—by mating . . . what is your word . . . marriage?”


  “Yeah? Then why do you help us and take us to places like that temple?” demanded Kean. “How do we know you didn’t report us yourself?”


  “Hoh! Not likely!” said Myru. “After I caught small animals for you?”


  “What has that to do with it?”


  “I do not know your feeling,” said the Vunorian with his best dignity, “but I do not like to be cut up how you cut them up—which will be if the Keviu finds out! His ancestors are for!”


  “Jack,” said Harris to one of the others, “will you get out a couple of rifles and grenades for the ten of us! This might end up nasty business.”


  Myru watched two of the Terrans hurry up the ladder.


  “Of course, if I were Keviu, as friends would like,” he said, still looking up. “I would not be so strict on some things. I have learned from you the good of getting knowledge.”


  Kean raised one of his two hands with a thick finger pointing at Myru. The others were quiet.


  “And you are in line to rule the city?” he demanded intently.


  “When the present Keviu dies,” claimed Myru, feeling it was very likely going to be the truth. “It may not be so long, if I am truly told how many have said they would like to shorten his life.”


  “Wait here a minute!” said Kean, a trifle more abruptly than Myru thought polite.
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  THE TERRANS gathered into a tight little group and talked excitedly in their booming, singsong voices. Myru strained to hear but the speech was too rapid.


  But I think, he told himself, that they see the value of “having eight fingers inside the palace,” as we say. They must be planning a colony on Vunor.


  He was not disappointed when the Terrans regrouped about-Mm. Kean opened negotiations with blunt directness. “Do you think our . . . influence . . . would help you reach a place of authority in the city?”


  “It would, surely,” said Myru, making certain they saw him stare hard at the weapons being brought down the ladder.


  “And you say you would have a more friendly attitude?”


  Myru looked into his eyes in a manner he had observed was much used by Terrans. “I admire much your interest in finding knowledge,” he said. “If your knowledge is power for me, my power will be used to make more knowledge.”


  Kean’s little mouth twisted in a pleased grimace, imitated by the other Terrans. One of them muttered something about having a tame dictator in their pocket, but Myru was careful to give no sign of having understood.


  “If you only walk into the city with me,” he suggested, “maybe we see how unliked the Keviu is. I have many friends!”


  Kean hesitated, then seized a rifle. “Come on!” he urged. “If we walk in and there’s nothing to it, we’ll just act like tourists. If the little devil can really deliver—well, there’s nothing like snapping up a good deal fast!”


  “How about a guard for the ship?” asked Richter.


  “Maybe we ought—no! Better land on them in town with everything we’ve got before they start nosing around out here. Detach the ladder and let it go at that!”


  Two of the Terrans unhooked the ladder and laid it on the ground.


  “All right, Myru!” said Kean. “Lead the way!”


  Trotting loosely to keep up with the Terrans’ long strides, Myru felt an exultation he had not hoped to experience for years.


  Soon, Loyu e Huj! he thought. Soon we will settle scores!


  Even should the day go against him, he could die comforted by the chance to take open action against his enemy.


  At the guard-post, Rawm and his soldiers swarmed out to meet them.


  The Terrans clutched their weapons, then looked pleased at Myru’s reception. The spearmen and Myru’s band of outcasts, swollen by Yorn’s recruiting, were correspondingly impressed by his alien supporters.


  “The chips are down, I guess,” remarked Kean, Myru taking it to be some Terran proverb. “Let’s move before this crowd is noticed.”


  They know what to do, thought Myru, as if they have done it before, on other worlds.


  “As you say,” he agreed. “Rawm, are the others posts ready?”


  For answer, his cousin motioned to a soldier, who ran into the barracks. A moment later, a thick cloud of smoke issued from the chimney of the fireplace in the kitchen room.


  “Now it will be a race,” said Rawm, “to see who reaches the palace gates first!”


  IT WAS easier than Myru had ever dreamed. The palace-guards, understanding the roar of the less favored spearmen streaming into the great square from all posts of the city, made a show of holding the gates. A few of the Terrans threw their little bombs.


  When the smoke and splinters cleared away, there was an awed silence. Rawm, with his soldier’s instinct for exploiting the moment, hurled a spear at a blackened figure struggling to rise from the wreckage of the gates. A louder roar went up.


  Myru seized a spare lance from a soldier and led a mad rush through the palace halls to the throne chamber, where the quaking Keviu was pounced upon amid screams of triumph.


  “Let me, Myru Keviu!” pleaded Yorn, brandishing two purple-stained knives as long as spearheads.


  “Not so hastily,” said Myru, holding his spear in one hand and letting the fingers of the other left to him rub gently over his stumps. “Escort him to the place of knives beneath the palace, Yorn. Tell the unspeakables there that I may spare their lives if they are artful with him!”


  Amid the rioting, he walked deliberately to the throne of silver and polished wood, and sat upon it. A fresh racket broke out. “What is that?” he asked Rawm.


  “They have reached the harem upstairs,” said his cousin. “I had better stop them before you are completely robbed of your inheritance.”


  “No,” Myru halted him. “Pick out those who did well in the fighting and let each have his choice; you know which to bring to me!”


  “Hoh! Rut I do!” said Rawm.


  “And one other thing,” Myru added. “Ask the Terrans to take up positions in the entrance chamber and watch the square against a rescue attempt.”


  “Who would rescue Loyu?” demanded Rawm.


  “Never mind; I shall have other instructions later.”


  When two of Rawm’s soldiers returned with Komyll, who wore a shimmering robe of silver cloth, her greeting was a shock to Myru.


  “You barbarian!” she spat. “Do you actually think to hold the Keviu’s throne? Loyu e Huj has powerful allies, whose armies will march tomorrow!”


  “Hoh!” said Myru. “Let them; the’ worse for them! You need pretend no more; I, too, have friends—from the Terran ship!”


  Komyll ignored his gesture to approach the throne. “You filthy, mutilated thief!” she raged. “What should I pretend? That I did not like being the Keviu’s favorite? Get back to the ditches where you belong! You will be hunted out of them soon enough!”


  Myru stared at her, feeling as if he had caught a spear-butt in the thick of the belly. It was such a moment as when he had seen the Terran ship land—the unbelievable lingering before one’s eyes to prove that it was real.


  It seemed that the hall had been quiet a long time before he found his voice. A foot scraped the floor as someone fidgeted. “Perhaps not very soon,” he croaked at last. “Not soon enough for you to enjoy, I regret. Guards!”


  Two of Rawm’s soldiers stepped forward.


  “See that there is a place for her with Loyu e Huj; a Kevin should not pass unattended. But . . . tell the knife-men to do it without pain . . .”


  He continued to sit there, feeling cold and empty. After a while, he noticed that the guards come back, alone. Still later, he roused himself to give Rawm further orders, which were followed by a distant commotion and banging to Terran weapons.


  THEREAFTER, Rawm stood before the throne, receiving reports for Myru, giving orders in a quiet voice, or sending this or that one on errands. He kept a side eye anxiously on his cousin.


  “Rawm!” said the new ruler at last.


  The soldier hurried over.


  “Now, the Terrans!”


  “Yes, Myru Keviu.”


  “To you, ‘Myru,’ ” said the latter. “I remember who fed me when it was unwise, and who fought for me today. I do not forget; though I may remember too long. Now, the Terrans!”
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  He thought he knew their features well enough to judge that they were angry at being led in with their arms bound and under guard. The soldiers reported that they had been forced to kill one of the ten. The aliens, reacting viciously at being taken by surprise, had killed two soldiers and a thief with their small guns, before being swarmed under.


  “What are you doing?” demanded Kean, quite red in the face.


  “I have nothing against you,” said Myru, “but I am learning that one in my position may leave no small fire untended, lest it burn down his palace. Do you want anything before you die?”


  Kean gaped. Some of the others growled words Myru did not know, but he thought it best not to show ignorance.


  “For me to let you go back to your ship and leave would be very foolish,” he said.


  “But we had an agreement!” sputtered Kean. “You were to help us if we helped you!”


  “Partly. I would be your slavemaster when you send your people to make a . . . colony.”


  “Okay!” snarled Richter. “Maybe that was in the backs of our minds; shall we tell your people you were willing?”


  “Hah!” said Myru. “Which you will tell, in your language?”


  That silenced them, till Kean rallied with a new thought.


  “You have won this trick,” he admitted, “but you will be more foolish to lose the advantage. We have much to teach you.”


  MYRU LEANED back and stared at him. “You are telling me again that knowledge is power?”


  “Obviously!” said Kean. “Look at what it did for you today!”


  “Today proves only that I had one kind of knowledge and you another; perhaps mine made power.”


  Kean looked angry and disbelieving.


  “Your weapons helped,” said Myru, “but better was your advice which you often gave me—to observe and learn against the time when knowledge would be useful. I observed you!”


  The Terrans were all silent again, and he saw that they did not like him to say such things. They were star-travellers, accustomed to gather, not yield, knowledge.


  “I told you of the kuugh in the hills, but there is no animal called ‘kuugh.’ See my people! Do they know the word?”


  Kean did not look at the Vunorians in the throne chamber, but watched Myru intently, waiting.


  “Then I told you about Vunorians becoming little animals, but they do not believe so. I showed you the temple, but it was just an old ruin with stolen statues.”


  “So it was all a trick!” snorted Kean disgustedly. “Well, you should hardly sneer if the knowledge you gave us was false!”


  “Did you tell me all truth?” asked Myru, beckoning to the guards. “You know so much, you forget simple ways of thought. I think maybe you have gone to planets having animals stranger than my kuugh. You maybe saw many worlds with strange temples and many peoples with strange beliefs, so that nothing is new to you. Even, maybe, you found among the stars, those who would sell their own kind to do what you say.”


  He could not read the expression on the faces of the Terrans, but he hoped it was shame. That would make it easier for Myru to do what he had to do.


  “You have seen that any thing is possible,” he finished, “so—you believed anything I told you. You can do all things except see simple truth in open daylight. Do you call that knowledge power?”


  They flung hard, defiant looks at him as the guards led them away, but there was nothing they could do. Myru was sad for them—for they were great in their way—until he stepped out on an upper balcony later, for air. Then he saw the stars beginning to glitter in the moonless dusk of Vunor’s sky, and he forced down the pity that might weaken him.


  “So they would make Vunor their ‘colony’ !” he murmured, staring upward into the heavens. “Not while Myru e Chib lives! We will be ready for the next ones!”


  Public Enemy


  Kendell Foster Crossen


  At long last, Public Police Officer Brad Raynor was going to see some action—perhaps he’d have some of the excitement that policemen in the past experienced every day!


  BRAD RAYNOR cruised in the one thousand level above Nyork and tried to suppress his boredom. Because of his training he was aware that dull routine was preferable, but emotionally he yearned for a little action.


  This was Public Police Officer Brad Raynor’s fifth day in uniform. It had taken him seven years to achieve that uniform; four years at Harvard and three years at the University of Public Protection. His three degrees—one in psychology, one in sociology, one in criminalistics—were announced to the world by the neat blue uniform and the badge, Number 42,151, he wore.


  “Car three thirty-seven,” said the voice over the audio-speaker. Brad Raynor tensed at the first sound of the voice, then relaxed as he heard the number. “Proceed to street level at two eighty-four West Seventieth Street. Signal eighty-three.”


  Signal eighty-three meant a minor domestic adjustment problem. Brad Raynor idly watched the swerving speck of light on the patrol screen, which indicated the path of Car 337, and sighed.


  Secretly, he was amused at himself. No one was prouder than Brad Raynor of the progress made by the middle of the 32nd Century, while all of his training had been directed toward increasing that progress. Still, only five days after becoming a part of the Public Police Administration, he found himself longing for the “good old days” he’d read about when the cops went after a fugitive with blazing guns.


  Not that he was unarmed. The police cruiser was equipped ” with everything from a lightweight atomic cannon to a tiny nerve-gun which could be concealed between two fingers. Nevertheless, it was a fact that there was seldom any need for the weapons and Brad Raynor was young enough to indulge occasionally in romantic fantasy. In reality, he knew there was nothing romantic about the “good old days?” A complete history of police work was, of course, a required subject at the university and he was well aware that in the old days most of the police had been incompetent, generally brutal, and for the most part held in contempt by the Public. A favorite subject during some of the bull sessions had been the old question of whether the actions of the police produced the public attitude or whether the attitude formed the police mentality. All of that, of course, had been changed by the 21st Century. Since then all policemen had to be adequately trained and the national, state, and city officials over them were elected by the voters.


  “Car two ninety-one,” droned the voice from the audio-speaker. “A speeding air-car is headed up toward your sector. Intercept and investigate the cause.”


  Brad Raynor glanced at the chronograph on his instrument panel and saw that it was eighteen hundred. He leaned back, lifted the panel behind his seat and removed the record film for the past hour. He inserted it in the projector and quickly ran it off. The film showed all the details of the streets and houses over which he had passed during the previous hour. He spotted nothing unusual and the film was put away to be handed in when his patrol was over.


  “Routine,” he muttered to himself. He grinned and reached for the audio-phone. “Car three hundred, on course, at eighteen hundred plus,” he reported. He swung the phone back into place and idly watched the pips of light on the patrol screen.


  “Car three twenty. Proceed to street level at one twenty-six East Fifty-third Street and arrest citizen Jon Bair. There’ll be a complete report on your tape by the time you get there in the event you need it. Bair has been under voluntary treatment at Therapy Control because of having trouble with his neighbor, but he has just destroyed some property belonging to this neighbor. Arraign him on the charge of destroying private property, then deliver him to Therapy Control. Watch your screen for a photograph of Bair.”


  And that’s the way it goes, thought Brad Raynor. Even though he knew it was almost impossible, he found himself wishing that someone would rob a bank—in his sector, naturally. It would be nice to have a citation on his blue uniform when he got married, an event which was but two weeks away.


  “Car three hundred,” the voice said sharply. That was his number, but it was the tone that caused Brad Raynor to straighten up. “Citizen Will Howard broke into the home of Jan Laird, Mayor Of Nyork, ten minutes ago. He stole two hundred world credits, in cash, and a smallbore energy gun. Upon leaving the premises, he encountered Public Officer Arthur Sommers and killed him without warning.” The voice paused briefly, then continued. “The fugitive escaped in an air-car belonging to the city. He is now in your sector, at the three thousand level—Horizontal sixty-two, approaching Vertical ninety-one.”


  THE VOICE droned on, giving a description of the fugitive which included his brain-wave pattern and a chemical analysis, but Brad Raynor was already in action. He still heard the voice and was memorizing the description, but with his left hand he touched the controls so that the cruiser tilted up and leaped ahead. With his right hand, he swung the radarscope. A minute later, he was picking up the echo of the returning signal. He triggered the cybernetic control and glanced at the tape. The fugitive was traveling at eight hundred miles per hour and still accelerating.


  Although this was his first case, Brad Raynor had been so well trained that all of this was already second nature to him. Even as he glanced at the tape-reading, he was punching the fugitive’s brain-wave pattern into the enscephalscope and swinging it onto the fix held by the radarscope. A rhythmic pinging came from the tiny receiver and he knew that he was following the right man.


  “Watch your screen for the film record of the fugitive’s escape,” said the voice from the audio-speaker.


  Brad Raynor glanced up at the video-screen and a moment later saw a full color shot of a big, furtive-looking man hurrying into an air-car. It was enough for a sight identification, despite the briefness. Brad knew that it had been caught by the sidecamera of one of the street-level patrol cars and he felt a surge of pride at the speed with which headquarters had located it, taken a videoprint and beamed it to him.


  “Warning,” said the headquarter’s voice. “The fugitive is armed and is obviously in an unstable condition.”


  Brad Raynor grinned up at the audio-speaker. This was turning into just the sort of assignment he’d been thinking about.


  “Car three hundred,” the voice said sharply—and it was almost as if the Assignment Officer were reading his mind, although actually he was merely remembering when he too had been a probation patrolman—“under any circumstances, bring this man in alive.”


  That was all, but Brad Raynor knew the Assignment Officer was reminding him of Rule 127 in the Handbook of Public Police Procedure. Like the other rules, it was indelibly fixed in his mind. “Public Officers must at all times remember that the criminal is merely a person at odds with his society. The Public Police Administration was not formed to preside at the execution of citizens. Except in those instances where a large segment of the population is endangered, the Officer must always deliver his prisoner alive. Insofar as it’s possible, the criminal must make amends for the results of his crime, and this might be called punishment, but the chief duty of the police is to see that he is brought in for therapy. A criminal cured is a citizen saved.”


  Brad Raynor watched the air-speed needle move past the twelve hundred mark and knew he was gaining on his quarry. He glanced at his other instruments and was surprised to see that he was already up to fifteen thousand feet. Since the cruiser was built to adjust its oxygen supply and pressure automatically, height was no problem. It might, however, cause another problem. Frowning, Brad leaned over and triggered the cybernetic control. The tape revealed that, the other ship was at twenty-five thousand.


  He pulled the audio-phone to him. “Car three hundred,” he reported, “at fifteen thousand feet, gaining. The fugitive is now at twenty-five thousand feet, obviously heading out.”


  “Try to intercept him before he reaches the limits of Earth’s atmosphere,” the Assignment Officer said over the speaker. “If this is not possible, then your orders are to arrest him whenever possible. We will arrange clearance with the Space Patrol and with any planetary government when needed. Use your own judgement in the matter of time and place.”


  Being a normal young man who had never traveled farther than the moon, there was a minute when Brad Raynor thought of letting the fugitive escape from Earth and then catching up with him on, perhaps, Mars. But it lasted no more than a minute, for he took very seriously the responsibility which went with the neat blue uniform. He reached over and shoved the power full on. The cruiser surged forward.


  The police cruiser was within a thousand feet of the fleeing air-car by the time they were twenty miles above the surface of the earth. Brad Raynor switched on his sighting screen, turned the nose-cannon over to Manual and fired a shot which would explode well ahead of the other ship. He pulled over the audio-phone and thumbed the button on its side.


  “Public Officer Brad Raynor calling Nyork city car, registration 12Z,” he said. He knew the occupant of the car would hear him whether his receiver was on or not. Every air-car built contained a panel which would automatically pickup police calls sent out on a tight beam limited to police work. “City car 12Z, pull up and surrender.”


  FOR A MOMENT, the air-car continued at the same speed. Then it began to slow up, finally becoming stationary at an altitude of twenty-five miles. The police cruiser approached cautiously, Brad holding himself in readiness to send it flashing away if the other ship tried to ram him. When the two craft were a mere hundred feet spart, he stopped the cruiser and stabilized it. He was sure that city air-cars were not normally armed and the appearance of the ship in the forward viewing screen revealed nothing that looked like armament. With that, Brad Raynor leaned over and pressed a button on the control panel projecting a tractor beam.


  But even as the beam reached for the other ship, it moved. Straight down it flashed, the backwash of power rocking the police cruiser. The tractor beam gyrated in empty space and dissipated itself. Brad switched off the beam, savagely jammed the power on and brought the cruiser around in a whirling dive. But even so the ruse had given the other a start. As the radarscope lined up on the fleeing ship, it was already thirty miles away and accelerating madly. Brad shot the cruiser in pursuit.


  It was a wild race earthward. But the fugitive’s craft had gained just enough of a lead by the maneuver to stay in front, and it pulled out of the dive only a few hundred feet above the ground. So quickly did the dive end, there was a moment when Brad thought his stomach wouldn’t make it.


  They had come down over a small town which Brad recognized as one of the suburbs lying north of Nyork. The ship ahead of him darted down to within a few feet of the street and began zooming among the buildings. Brad Raynor followed. As he did so, he thrust his left foot down on a button on the floor and held it there. The grilled nose of the cruiser began broadcasting supersonic waves, out and around the ship ahead, to be picked up by an oncoming craft so that they could get out of the way. At the same time, he flipped another switch which automatically sent out a police identification signal which would be picked up by any other police car in the neighborhood.


  Once more the police cruiser slowly gained on the car ahead. Brad was strained forward in his seat, squeezing every bit of speed out of the cruiser that was possible as they zigzagged around buildings. He watched as the nose of the cruiser reached the tail of the other car, then crept up along the side. He was holding a slight elevation advantage of the other and now he began nosing it to the side and down. It was a delicate operation, with both ships traveling at well over a hundred miles per hour, where one slip might crash both of them.


  Then, suddenly, the fleeing car heeled over and flashed into a narrow alley. Brad saw it scrape the side of the building as he flashed by and he winced. Crushing, he threw the cruiser up in a tight top loop, cutting speed at the same time. Even so, he lost several minutes getting back to the alley.


  THE CITY air-car was parked inside the alley, on the ground.


  There was a long dent on one side where it had scraped the wall, but otherwise it seemed undamaged. Brad grounded his cruiser behind it. He swung the encephalscope on the ship, but there was no answering peep. It meant that the fugitive had already left the car.


  He opened the emergency panel in the cruiser and took out a smaller, portable encephalscope. He hesitated, then took from the rack over his head the tiny nerve-gun. A moment later, he stepped out into the alley. He slowly swung the encephalscope around until it emitted a slight sound. It was pointed toward the solid wall rising beside him.


  Brad walked out of the alley and to the front of the building. It was a large apartment house and the faint peep from the encephalscope told him that the fugitive was somewhere inside.


  The front door was locked and there were a number of push-buttons along the wall, each one with a tiny two-way video-screen above it. But Brad went directly to the door. He pulled an electronic pick from his pocket and bent over the lock. The door swung open.


  Inside, Brad paced along the hall, swinging the encephalscope from door to door. He did the same thing on the second and then on the third floor. It was on the third floor that he finally pointed the instrument to a door and was rewarded with a strong, steady chatter from it.


  Again, he used the electronic pick. Then, holding the nerve-gun concealed in his hand, he kicked the door open.


  Directly inside, energy gun gripped in shaking hand, stood the large man who had been pictured in the film strip flashed on Brad’s screen. For what seemed like several long minutes the two men stared at each other, while the encephalscope fairly purred.


  “Drop it,” Brad said finally. “It’ll do you no good to fight. Even if you get the best of me, you can’t escape. There’ll be a thousand encephalscopes searching you out the minute my next report fails to come in. So, drop it.”


  There was another wait, while the hand that held the energy gun trembled more violently. Then, slowly, reluctantly, the fingers spread and the gun dropped to the floor.


  “Damn you to hell,” the man said bitterly. “Damn all science!”


  “You’re wrong,” Brad said, leaning over to pick up the gun. “Now you feel that you wouldn’t have been caught if it hadn’t been for science—but the truth is that if it weren’t for science you would have been killed while trying to escape. Come along.”


  He followed the prisoner from the building.


  l


  TWENTY-FOUR hours later Brad Raynor landed his cruiser in the space on the roof of the Justice Building in the 22nd Sector of Nyork. Herding his prisoner ahead of him, he entered an elevator and they were carried down to the hearing rooms.


  The Public Justice Administrator looked up as they entered. Then he glanced back for a moment at his desk.


  “You must be Public Officer Raynor,” he said with a smile. “I see that your assignment is the only thing open in this Sector.”


  “Yes sir,” Brad said, saluting. “This is my prisoner.”


  “Will you charge him, Officer Raynor?”


  “Yes, sir. As an officer of the Public Police Administration, I charge this man—Jan Laird, Mayor of Nyork—with the crime of negligence in his responsibility to the people of this city. A citizen, one Will Howard, was permitted to go unemployed. As a result of the unemployment, Will Howard committed robbery and in leaving the premises shot and killed a public officer.”


  “How do you plead, Mayor Laird?” the Administrator asked.


  There was a moment of silence. Then, “Guilty,” the mayor said huskily.


  The Administrator glanced at the papers on his desk. “Your crime, Mayor Laird,” he said, “is doubly serious because of the high position to which you were elected by the people. We have already discovered a number of other citizens who have become slightly unstable because of feeling that they are in a hostile environment. Fortunately, Will Howard was the only one who had reached the point of direct action. I have a report from Therapy Control stating that he will need five or six months of therapy before once again being a smoothly-functioning individual.


  “I notice, Mayor Laird, that you have done well in private enterprise and possess considerable surplus wealth. Therefore, it is the judgement of this Administration that you be appointed the guardian of the wife and children of the slain Public Officer Arthur Sommers, responsible for their economic security. This responsibility will continue for the life of the widow and will include the children until they have finished university training. You are also removed as mayor of this city. This is the extent of this Administration’s concern with you. You will now be turned over to Therapy Control for proper treatment.”


  With bowed head, the former mayor turned away.


  “Good work, Officer Raynor,” the Administrator called after them. Brad Raynor followed the prisoner out, feeling every inch a cop and no longer wishing for the “good old days.”


  Translator’s Error


  Charles Dye


  It was a perfectly natural mistake for men to make . . .


  RICHARD POTTERBOY was a beefy man with a big red face like an old-time politicals; he looked like an elephant beside the little man with the telescopic spectacles sitting next to him. They both arose as Grisby walked in.


  Potterboy’s face grew a shade redder as he glanced menacingly at his watch. “Good Lord, Grisby, where do you think you’re at? Vacationing back on earth? We’ve been waiting here nearly an hour for you!” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His uppers didn’t fit well and he was inclined to sputter.


  Before Grisby could reply, Potterboy was introducing him to the little man with the powerful glasses. “Philip Grisby, Mr. Theodore McGinnis, newly-appointed Historian of the Martian Rehabilitation Project.”


  Grisby gravely shook McGinnis’ limp hand, still saying nothing.


  “Well, shall we go to your office?” Potterboy suggested impatiently. “You might also have coffee sent in. This was McGinnis’ first trip into space; and after two weeks, I’m sure he’ll enjoy drinking out of a plain, old-fashioned cup again!”


  The Administrator, slapping McGinnis on the back, chuckled at his own hearty humor.


  “ ‘Coffee, Halstead,” Grisby shouted as they walked from reception into office.


  Potterboy lighted a huge cigar, while they all sat around in strained silence until the secretary entered and left the coffee.


  “Now,” Potterboy said, puffing furiously on his cigar—but he didn’t finish. For the first time, he noticed how ill and dejected Grisby looked.


  In spite of being a back-slapping extrovert, he was completely disconcerted. After years of setbacks, things had seemed to be going so well the last time he was here.


  Grisby, who was known as an optimist. moistened his lips and ran a shaky hand through his thinning hair. “For a historian, Mr. McGinnis, you have come at a most historic moment. The Martian Project has just failed!”


  Except for McGinnis taking notes, there was dead silence. Potterboy felt suddenly ill. His cigar tasted like old rope. He wondered what he was going to tell the government in order to justify the billions sunk into this, as well as other planetary rehabilitation projects. To build the solar-system into one of the finest in the galaxy, had originally been his idea; and, for any failures, he would certainly be to blame.


  “Let’s have the details,” Potterboy said in a weak voice.


  “There’s nothing much to tell.” said Grisby, smiling wanly. “Just before you landed, both polar furnaces melted through the ice and sank into God knows where.”


  Potterboy looked aghast. “But how? I thought they were designed to float, once the polar caps began to melt?”


  “So did I, but they didn’t. I can’t offer any explanation. They just didn’t!”


  For the first time, McGinnis opened his mouth and said in a dry voice, “I take it, then, that this was the last try to get water into the canals?”


  “The last try,” Grisby and Potterboy both said, staring down into their cups of coffee.


  FOR A WHILE, no one said anything. Then, Grisby, more to himself than to the others, “If only something could have been done about those damned Blotting Pads! They, alone, have apparently ruined Mars; and caused the only intelligent lifeform to atrophy into the cone-shaped things you see occasionally writhing in the sand.”


  McGinnis cleared his throat. “Is it true that no one has been able to capture and analyze a Blotting Pad?”


  “They’ve been captured, but the minute they are they crumble to dust; and any liquid or moisture absorbed, remains in the form of a gooey tar—of which you see traces all over the planet.


  “The only way to keep liquids is to store them in containers lined with deuterium—heavy hydrogen, that being the one material through which they cannot absorb. Of course, at more than ten feet distance, they can’t absorb through anything. When we first arrived, every one thought they would have to walk around in deuterium lined armor; but, for some peculiar reason nobody has been able to figure out, they won’t absorb from men. The Blotting Pads, which resemble lichens only in the vaguest way, average two feet in diameter and can absorb up to a gallon of water, which, almost instantly, is excreted in the form of tar. That’s all that’s known about them. If you look out the window, McGinnis, you’ll see them floating and crawling all over the sand.”


  McGinnis crossed over to the window and stood watching the green, rubbery disks lying on the sand and hovering a few feet in the thin morning air. He and Potterboy had arrived before dawn and this was his first glimpse of them. “There must be millions of them,” he said.


  “Yes. How they breed we don’t know. To electrocute them is the only way to kill them. Radiation, poison, or shooting won’t work; and we can’t run around using atomics.”


  “Oh, well,” said Potterboy, breaking a long silence, “if the project to completely melt the polar ice had been successful, in probably no time, the Blotting Pads would have absorbed all the water in the canals, in spite of the electrocution angle.”


  Grisby sighed bitterly. “No, it would have worked. The Pads can’t absorb while floating, and the moment they came to rest within the ten foot area bordering either side of the canals, the high tension cables would have done the rest!”


  McGinnis was peering far to his left. “I take it those are the generating plants?”


  “They were the generators—I gave orders this morning to start dismantling operations.”


  “As I understand it,” McGinnis said, “the cables and plants are bordering only two of the canals?”


  “Yes, all subsidiary branches were blocked off from the two main arteries. Once the arteries became filled, and the Pads—we hoped—electrocuted, the other branches would have been opened; including the minor ones connecting directly with the polar caps.”


  “What do you say to taking McGinnis over to the ruins?” Potterboy asked. “Since Pm leaving tonight, and probably never visiting Mars again, I would like to gaze, cynically, on the business that started this whole damned white elephant a project rolling!”


  “Since you’re going to be here for a year or two, McGinnis,” Grisby said, “you can wait and go out later, when you have more chronological data concerning the project?”


  “No, I might as well go out now. I’m feeling rather restless and depressed—I always do, at the end of some big dream like the Martian Project.”


  THE ADMINISTRATION building towered like mountains against the flat, two-dimensional sandiness of Syritis Major. The three men in sun goggles and chemically cooled clothing looked like insects as they trudged across the reddish, iron-oxide nightmare. Heat waves rolled up into the pale sky like breakers from some gigantic ocean. Blottings Pads, resemblind shiny, green fish, darted swiftly as they moved out of the pathway of the men.


  “We could, have taken a jet out,” Grisby was saying, “but I wanted McGinnis to see the desert, Cones, and Pads first hand. Incidentally, there’s approximately one Pad to every twenty square feet of Mars. They slowly, but constantly, rotate counter-clockwise around the planet. That way, they all get a crack at what little water forms around the polar cap edges.”


  In spite of the intense heat, Potterboy had another cigar going, on which he would puff heavily before speaking. “Sabotage, of one sort or another, seems to be the only answer to these polar furnaces. The first two explode, and the second two sink! I can’t help feeling that someone doesn’t want Mars resurrected from its sandy grave.”


  “Yes,” Grisby said, with a sarcastic laugh, “the Blotting Pads don’t! But, then, I doubt if they know that they don’t. They’re completely unintelligent—just a couple of instincts in a rubbery bag, absorbing water and transmuting it into tar. And, as you know, Potterboy, all men and technicians were given a six month pyscho before being allowed to work on the project; then carefully watched for any sign of dangerous neuroses.”


  For awhile, they walked along listening to the crunch of their feet on the sand, saying nothing. The ruins loomed steadily larger through the rippling heat waves.


  Finally, Grisby said, “There is one puzzling thing—not a single man in the eighteen years we’ve been here, has lost his life or met with an accident.”


  “How do you account for that?” McGinnis asked.


  “I don’t. Nor can anyone else. Our equipment seems to have been the only thing meeting with disasters.”


  “Well,” interrupted Potterboy, thinking of what he was going to have to say back on earth, “we’ll just have to put it down to not understanding the alien laws of chance, or the undetected forces working on Mars—if there are any? But, outside of the ruins, the sand, and the ice caps, the only two remaining things are the Pads and the Cones. The Pads run around absorbing water, and the Cones bake in the sand, occasionally sending up head-splitting telepathic squawks that no linguist can decipher or begin to comprehend. Establishing communication has proved impossible, in spite of their telepathic powers. And the only motion they appear capable of is sluggishly burrowing up and down in the sand.”


  “Yes, gentlemen,” Grisby said, gravely, “we’ve failed in resurrecting the one seemingly-intelligent life-form on Mars.”


  “How do you know they’re any more intelligent than the Pads?” questioned McGinnis.


  “Oh, well,” said Potterboy, “the ruins show, as you shall presently see, that they’ve developed telepathy. And they have tried communicating with us.”


  “Also,” Grisby added, “when the first party landed to establish a base, and started bringing water from the ships, the Cones set up shrill mental vibrations, attempting to warn us before the Blotting Pads could come within range and start absorbing.”


  As they came within a hundred yards of the ruins, McGinnis halted.


  “Are these the ruins? Just two metal walls?”


  “The only bit of Martian culture left on the whole planet,” Potterboy said, lighting another cigar. How he stood them in the heat, was beyond both Grisby and McGinnis. But, then, the government official was eccentric in many ways.


  IN ANOTHER five minutes, McGinnis was touching the strange, glassy surface of one of the walls; both of which, ran parallel to one another and towered twenty-five feet into the air.


  Grisby, noticing, said, “Another indication of how advanced the Martians were. We’ve tried everything, including atomics, on these walls in order to get a piece for analysis—no luck. We drilled down five thousand feet and couldn’t even find the bottom of either wall.


  “Step around to the inside here. This is where the chronological line drawings begin, as well as the hieroglyphics, which, I’m told, the archaeologists have pretty well deciphered.”


  “We’ll have to skim rather rapidly,” Grisby continued, “in order to get back before our helmet and suit chemicals give out.”


  McGinnis peered myopically at the huge scene pictured on the wall. It showed several large cone-shaped creatures with long legs and arms, similar to those of a human. In place of heads, they had stalks on which a single eye rested, while, underneath, gaped what appeared to be a mouth. The Cones were standing near a wall which was in front of a city of fantastically complex architecture—yet, breathtakingly beautiful! The surrounding landscape was a jungle of weird, luxuriant foliage; trees and plants alike, towering hundreds of feet into the air—almost as high as the city itself. In, and around the picture’s foreground, several Blotting Pads were shown lying on, and hovering over the tall grass. The wall in the drawing had the same picture on it as the actual one McGinnis and the others were staring at. Underneath the scene, were several rows of complex hen-scratchings.


  “From the hieroglyphics and picture,” Grisby said, “one must conclude that this was the height of Martian culture. Hereafter, as we walk along, you’ll notice, not only the physical and cultural characteristics changing, but the sharp delineation of the murals themselves becoming vague and incomprehensible.”


  They walked down the long expanse of the first wall in silence; McGinnis with his note book, Potterboy, his cigar, and Grisby, his shattered dreams of turning the sandy grave of Mars into the once fertile paradise depicted in the first mural.


  EACH SCENE showed an increasing number of Blotting Pads, and a decreasing amount of foliage. Whole gardens were shown withering away; and huge cities being deserted, as the Pads increased, and the greenery and water disappeared. The last scene on the wall showed the fantastically beautiful city of the first mural, crumbling to dust with Blotting Pads resting on the sandy waste they had created around it.


  The second wall showed the elongated legs and arms of the Cones, shriveling and withering. Later, the stalk with eye and mouth vanished. Then the Cones began to shrink until they were only an eighth their original size. The final, comprehensible scene showed the Cones buried in sand with Blotting Pads all around them. Strange dotted and wavering lines—telepathic symbols—connected the apex of each Cone with that of its neighbor. After that, the remaining scenes fell sharply off into incomprehensibility, leaving the later portion of the wall completely blank.


  As the three men reached the second wall’s end, several Cones came into view, being grouped more closely than the thousands of others scattered willy-nilly over the planet.


  McGinnis stopped short. “So these are what they atrophied into from lack of water,” he said, sadly. Shifting his gaze, he glared bitterly at the Blotting Pads, covering most of the desert as far as the eye could see.


  Potterboy and Grisby followed suit, staring off into the approaching dusk at the one big stumbling block which had prevented them from resurrecting Mars.


  l


  The humans had left.


  All traces of their coming had been obliterated by the sea of restless sand, except one thing—a spherical deuterium water-container; which, during the windy season, would be buffeted about the planet this way and that, the law of averages occasionally causing it to crack into the timeless Martian wall. At such times, the Cones would philosophically contemplate it and the peculiar, yet likeable, creatures that had brought it.


  One Cone, who was considered a little strange by his brothers because he lacked the philosophic intensity for complete introverted contemplation, one day, broke the telepathic silence; a thing considered still stranger by his brothers, since it was thought very rude to disturb one another, except in times of extreme importance.


  “A shame we could not communicate . . . strain incurred destroying furnaces . . . thousands of years to erase . . .”


  Weakened by many buffetings, the water sphere hit the wall for the last time. With a crack it split in half, splashing gallons of water far up the wall. The nearest Cones shrieked in telepathic unison as the Life-Destroyer splashed nearby! Almost immediately, directed by the urgency of their commands, their organic-robots—the Blotting Pads—were hurling themselves upon the death giving liquid!


  The Cones, at the height of their evolutionary ascent, one by one, returned to the contemplation of eternity. Once and for all time, the danger was past.


  Ennui


  Milton Lesser


  Pure fantasy, of course, but you must admit it’s quite logical. If you grant the basic premise . . .


  YOU COULD not blame me for being bitter. I work hard and I work all day; and when I came home that night, my wife was sitting on the sofa. She had been swimming in the lake, and she wore only a skimpy bathing suit which showed to best advantage the ivory fire of her young body.


  A man was sitting with her, dressed in a pair of bathing shorts. His arms were around her. Her arms were around him.


  I did not know the man.


  I only knew that I wished he—wasn’t. If he wasn’t, then I could be happy with my wife. I’d be playing a game, it would be pretense, but I would be happy. If he wasn’t: an intriguing idea.


  Gloria got up, brushing her hair back with her hands. She said, “Don’t make a scene, Gerald.”


  I smiled. “It was you who made the scene.”


  “Gerald, I didn’t know you were coming.”


  “Oh. Oh, I see. That makes everything fine; you thought it would be all right if you did this behind my back. Strumpet—”


  The man stood up. He was bigger than I, taller, wider, stronger. “Don’t get nasty,” he said.


  I wanted to get nasty. “You just shut up and leave this to my wife and me.”


  He didn’t want to shut up. He told me it was his business, too—and I must have raised my hands as if to fight, because he hit me. It was a good solid blow on the side of the head, and I sat down hard. It took a while to focus my eyes, and when I did, he was standing over me, hands on hips, waiting for me to get up.


  I did not get up. Now, in earnest, I wished he wasn’t. This would be the ideal time to put into practice my theoretical thinking. I slid further back along the floor, and Gloria began to laugh. She told me I looked like seven different varieties of a worm.


  I pointed my finger at the man. I said, “You don’t exist.”


  Gloria screamed. “Phil!” she cried. Phil! Where did he go so fast? He just disappeared . . .”
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  I WAS A theoretical solipsist long before that night in which I became a practical, practising solipsist.


  The idea is one with which nearly everyone toys at one time or another. You’ve done it yourself: you’ve thought—what if no one else exists, what if no one else really exists, what if I’m the only being in existence with an awareness of that existence? Everyone else, everything else is just a figment of my imagination, a plaything, an unreality created for my amusement. People, places, the car I drive in—everything. History, even history. It never happened. The records were there only for my amusement, like all else, phantom shadows in a phantom world, meaningless except where I would give them meaning.


  You couldn’t disprove it; if you wanted, it would keep gnawing at you all the time, because it was not a theory you could disprove. Of course everyone else would pretend, would make believe that he existed, too. He had to—it was for your amusement. But he was an automaton, less than an automaton. Your mind gave him a shadow of reality, and you could take it away any time you wanted.


  I took it away for the first time that night. I told the man, Phil—who had been making love to my wife—that he did not exist. That particular segment of my imagination had grown odious, and I did not want it any more.


  Phil disappeared; he was never heard from again.


  Gloria never questioned it. She’s a figment of my imagination which is beautiful, but not too bright. Phil had run out when she wasn’t looking, she reasoned; the fact that she had been looking all the time did not disturb her—she took Phil’s abrupt disappearance as a matter of course.


  I didn’t. It had opened a new world for me. There were many theoretical solipsists in the world, but I was the only practising solipsist. The reason for that was simple. I, alone, had real existence. The world was my plaything.
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  A week later, I made Tom Nugent disappear. I wanted his job at the brokerage firm, but he was a good man and his job was not one for the taking—unless he did not have it anymore. I told him he did not exist.


  He did not.


  Two weeks later, the boss was convinced that Tom had left town for one reason or another; I got the job.


  Soon after that, Gloria began to bore me. Perhaps I had married her because it had been a challenge—there wasn’t another woman in the city as beautiful as Gloria, as desirous. If I could keep her in the face of that, I’d have power.


  Now the challenge was gone, and the power; if Gloria had another lover, I would make him disappear. I would see him and he would not exist. Just like that. I suddenly did not give a damn about Gloria. As a matter of fact, I might have more fun filling the role of the now non-existing Phil. But Gloria would object: Gloria was that not too-uncommon female who is on the one hand possessive, and on the other, a born maker of cuckolds.


  “Gloria,” I asked her one night, “do you have any other lovers?”


  She shook her head. “Won’t you please forget about Phil? It won’t happen again.”


  “I know,” I said. “That particular episode won’t happen again, because Phil does not exist.”


  A little sob escaped her throat, before she could stop it. “Oh! Is Phil dead?”


  It was the same thing; I told her he was dead.


  Even if I were bored with her, I still could admire her acting ability. The tears were brimming in her eyes, but they did not spill. She said she hoped no one would be unhappy.


  I was bored. I yawned, and Gloria suggested that we go to bed. In that respect, she had been a well trained little none-entity. She had suggested exactly what I would have wanted—last night or the night before. Or a year ago. I did not want it now.


  “Gloria,” I said, “would you like a divorce?”


  She blanched. “My gosh, no; what would I want a divorce for?”


  “I don’t give a damn,” I told her. “You see, my dear—I want a divorce.”


  She got up and walked up and down for a few minutes. I watched the smooth liquid motion of that which, without any challenge, had come to bore me. “I won’t give you a divorce,” she said; “there are no grounds, anyway.”


  “There is Phil,” I reminded her.


  She laughed. “Phil is dead. You said so, Gerald. Your word against mine now—and there are no grounds.”


  I sighed.


  I felt no recriminations. I had given her the way out—if she had wanted to take it. The fact that she did not, was none of my doing; besides, as an unreal being, she did not matter one way or the other.


  In the outmoded theories, every existing item has two things. It has essence and quididity. Or, put into more simple terms, it has whatness and thatness. Gloria, along with everyone else, had whatness. She had an essence. But she lacked thatness—she had no quididity.


  I told her she did not exist. And as a mere essence creature with nothing of quid—she stopped existing, abruptly and painlessly. One moment Gloria was, the next, she wasn’t.
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  THIS HAD unfortunate repercussions. It caused the death—I suppose it is the equivalent of death, you take away the quididity and you take away all that is really important—of nearly every pretty girl in the vicinity. You see, I lacked one thing which. Phil had—I lacked his charm; so the girls spurned me. When they spurned me, I took their existence away. They had no right to spurn me, and thus did not merit their quididity.


  After a while, I became bored with the whole idea, anyway; what did a woman have to offer but the pleasures of the flesh? And are the pleasures of the flesh alone significant? That was silly, and, with some effort, I could show it to mankind.


  I willed woman out of existence. All women. Everything that was human and at the same time female. Don’t misunderstand—I did not hate women; I was just bored, and I wanted to show the world there was more to life.


  I became aware of my oversight later. With no women there could be no reproduction, and I had, in effect, destroyed the human race. Then, I had to smile. What did it matter? They did not really exist. I alone existed, and from the very nature of my existence, alone in all the world, I was an inferred immortal. The destruction of a means of reproduction would be quite meaningless to me.
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  And meanwhile, I was amused by the situation. I don’t know how many men went insane those first few days; suddenly, without reason, without explanation, all their womenfolk were taken away. They ceased to exist. The human race was now uni-sexual—and it had only a limited number of years left, anyway.


  Scientists tried to figure it out, but they got nowhere. Over one billion people—all female, suddenly disappeared. No one saw another female again, any place, any time; the scientists were stumped.


  But some of the cultists had a holiday. We had been living the life of flesh and sin too long, and now we were being punished. Oh, this was not said by the true religions—they had no answer, and, like the scientists, they merely told us that God, in His infinite wisdom, did what was best. The scientists closed up shop and went home. At that point, perhaps sooner, they had begun to bore me—and I willed them out of existence. Every scientist. Every last one. And you’d be surprised to learn that that can take in a lot of people. With women gone, no one noticed the disappearance of the scientists as a unit.
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  IT IS AN odd paradox. I could destroy but I could not recreate, and, having destroyed, I wanted to repent. But there was no way I could recreate women.


  The whole world, as a consequence, bored me. I went home that night and I got drunk; then I willed the world out of existence. All of it; all, of course, but me. I floated off into the void, and the sun had only eight planets.


  My body became cumbersome. I just floated. I willed my body out of existence—it was only a figment of my imagination, anyway. Then I could travel at the speed of thought itself—I could leave that laggard, light, far far behind.


  But first I had a job to do. I looked at Mercury. Scorched on one side, frozen on the other, it was dead. Venus was a world of swamps—primitive, uninteresting life. Mars had an old and a dead culture, a dying world now. Nothing beyond—


  The solar system of eight planets bored me. I willed it out of existence.


  The sun looked all alone. I destroyed it.
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  The Centauri double-star system was even worse. No life there at all, not even planets. I past it by in a huff, putting an end to its useless existence.


  On a planet circling Deneb, hundreds of light years away, I found humanoid life. It was easy to will an essence-without-quididity out of existence and take over its body. I did, but unfortunately, I did not know the ways of this world. They adjudged me insane and they put me in what I suppose was an asylum for the insane. It was interesting at first, but after a time, I became bored with it.


  I destroyed it.


  They became angry, and they marshalled all sorts of weapons against me. I destroyed the weapons. They became very angry indeed, but it was a meaningless, impotent anger.


  I grew restless.


  I destroyed them. Destroyed their world. Deneb seemed alone, as the sun had seemed. I destroyed Deneb.


  Actually, I was amazed to find how many lifeless star systems there were, and how unsatisfying those that had life could be. I began to think that all this creation for my benefit had been a serious mistake. It could be rectified, of course; I willed the galaxy out of existence.
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  EVEN AT THE speed of thought—which is infinitely faster than the speed of light—it took time to reach the Andromeda galaxy, and more time to prove what I had thought would be the case all along. Some things there were a novelty but there was nothing which, after a time, did not bore me.


  The Andromeda galaxy ceased to be.


  can’t say how long it took me to implore the nearest five hundred galaxies. Time ceased to have meaning for me. I was bored and restless, and nothing which I saw satisfied me. One galaxy after another, I willed them out of existence.


  The universe was as disappointing as the earth had been. If only I could start over, from scratch . . .


  There was the awful paradox, I could destroy but I could not create—and I was bored . . .
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  IN A FIT OF anger, I willed the entire universe out of existence. I was fed up. If there was nothing which could satisfy me. there was no point in all this foolish existence. I snuffed it out. I snuffed everything out.


  I floated alone in space, a bodiless entity, all alone in an infinite sea of empty space. How monotonous . . .


  I tried to create. I concentrated. My bodiless mind was tortured with the effort. I could not fashion one single hydrogen atom, not one atom to amuse me. It really did not matter. Soon it would have bored me.


  There is nothing I can do, and everywhere I go, it is the same. Emptiness. For a time, I turned inside and explored my mind end found it interesting. Only for a time.


  It became—boring. Nothing here for me, nothing to hold my interest.


  I am not worthy of existence if I cannot hold my own interest.


  This, surely, is as far as solipsism can go. Perhaps I, myself, am merely an idea in my mind, an idea with no real existence. But that does not seem possible. If I were an idea in my mind, then I would need a mind to have that idea. Then perhaps there would be an idea above that mind, and a mind above the new idea. It is hopeless . . .


  Or David Hume could have had the answer. I am merely a collocation of ideas, with no real existence. Nothing exists. Everything which used to exist had been my idea, and I destroyed it. I destroyed it all because it bored me.


  All that is left is me, and I am merely a collocation of ideas, with no real existence. A bundle of impulses, of less than impulses. That is, perhaps, the greatest joke of all. I destroyed everything because nothing pleased me—and now I find that my egoism was unwarranted, since I do not have real existence.


  I float in emptiness, with nothing to do, and I am weary. I am horribly, terribly, endlessly bored. I must find the answer.


  If I were to will myself out of existence, and if I ceased to exist, then I would know the final answer. Only nothingness, having no existence to begin with, is real. Quididity is meaningless. Then, if I cease to exist, I’ll know the answer. But I would not know it, because I would not be . . .


  But I am bored and I must try it. Now . . .


  7


  . . .


  March 1953


  Sea-Change


  Cyril Judd


  The sea was now the source of metals, and each nation’s Domes were vital And the security-restrictions that had started with atomics, early in the century, were now something tremendous . . .


  1


  THE FAINT phosphorescence of the water fell away, flowing slowly at first, then with increasing speed, past the red markers on the wall of the lock-chamber. The level dropped ever more rapidly under the steady pressure of the incoming air, till at last there was nothing but a. lingering circlet of moisture around the drain. Then that, too, disappeared into thick air. Literally thick . . . air at water-pressure, fifty fathoms down.


  Lev Sloane. waited without impatience, while the pressure in the chamber diminished. When the safe-signal chimed at last, inside the heavy glass of his helmet, he began to remove the bulky parts of his suit, but still with no haste.


  Earnestly, he wished he had been able to find some real trouble in the plant. One time in ten, they had a genuine technical problem he could tackle . . . and solve. But four hours out in the seaside plant this afternoon, inspecting, testing, and examining, had turned up nothing but neglect—whether wilful or wanton, he did not know.


  Sloane made his way from the wall-lock, through the soft illumination of spiralling corridors to the bathyvator-lock on the top level, avoiding the exec office by some forty extra feet of ramp. Haywood, the production-boss in Dome Baker, was a man of many certainties; when things got bad enough in his bailiwick to need a trouble-shooter from Research, he expected something definite in the way of diagnosis. And Lev had no answer to give him.


  Stupidity or sabotage? How can you tell?


  Such little things, always . . . corrosion, exposure, outworn parts. Such little things, always quickly remedied, seldom repeated just the same way. But every time they called him, there was something new; and each call meant production was down again. A drop of seawater in an oilbearing motor, and the quota for the whole dome was unfilled. A carload of metal . . . ten carloads . . . sometimes a hundred, that never reached the factories. Incredible carelessness? Or criminal intent?


  On a written report he could file the single word, “Neglect!” and let the front-office worry over what lay behind it. But if he talked to Haywood, here on the job, he knew from experience what would happen.


  A surmise, a gesture, an inflection, the very breath of a suspicion of sabotage, and you lost six months’ work testifying at hearings. A word, a number, a name remembered, an offhand hint of carelessness in such-and-such a sector, and some poor slob of a junior assistant’s helper lost his job to show that Something was Being Done.


  Lev wanted no part of such decisions. He was an engineer, not a politico, or a smooth-faced personnel man. He avoided even friendly conversation with the bathyvator-operator, determined that this time they would get nothing from him but the bare facts of his technical inspection. He stood in gloomy silence at the wide-vision port, as they emerged from the clear glow inside the dome, to the eerie translucence of the water outside; then up and up, through darkening strata, till penetrating streaks of sun began to reach them. They broke surface, and the autumn sunlight sparkled on blue waters with a surprisingly normal brilliance.


  The operator looped a line across three feet of gently choppy water, and made fast to the bobbing platform of the small bright green convertible that waited nervously, all alone in the vast ocean where Lev had left it hours ago. Sloane hopped across; as he closed the door of the coupe behind him, he made a conscious effort to dismiss the nagging indecisions of the day’s work.


  While the engine warmed, he lit a cigarette and inhaled gratefully. Smoking was not so much forbidden as frowned upon in the manufactured oxygen down below; but it was impossible in a divers’ suit. He left the cigarette between his lips, gunned the motor, and swooped off the ocean-bed in a fine spray of disdain. Tonight, in his own apartment, he would write his neat, precise report—and let them make of it what they would. It was no problem of his now.


  The small plane nosed eagerly into the sky; Lev Sloane sat back in contentment, as the warmth of the sun beat through the clean clear plastic against his face.


  DUSK FELL on the city while be ate a leisurely and satisfying dinner. When he emerged from the restaurant, the orange incadescence of newly-lit sodium-lamps was reflected and repeated everywhere from glass shop-fronts, in lucite lampposts, and on the shimmering plastenamel bodies of the slow-moving stream of cars.


  Another fifteen minutes, and the warming soduim vapors would shed a kindly yellow radiance on the wide thoroughfare. Meanwhile, Lev turned off to the sides treets, where old-style white lamps cast a feebler light at greater intervals.


  He walked abstracted, in a mood of his own making, with the good meal behind him, his pleasant apartment ahead, and only the damned report still tickling the back of his mind. The streets were darker and narrower now, and that pleased him. Factories and warehouses, instead of tenements. Until he chose, of his own accord, to turn back to the main highway, he was alone in the city night, and the endless complexities of society were powerless to disturb him.


  Then, out of nowhere, were pounding feet, and a hoarse voice cursing breathlessly. A shadow darted almost under his arm, and vanished in the dimness of a warehouse-entry way, and the heavy running footsteps thudded to a halt in the street behind.


  “Which way’d he go?”


  Lev turned around to face a short, thick man whose blunt features were concealed behind equal parts of stubble and grime. One sleeve of his shapeless sweater hung flat at his side, tucked loosely into baggy trousers; the good arm was knotted with muscles, visible even in the dim street light. And something—a brick?—was clenched in the stubby fist.


  “Well, you seen him! Which way’d he go?” the angry one demanded.


  “I’m not sure,” Sloane said coolly. “Into some doorway, or around the corner; I didn’t really see.”


  “Never catch ’em now,” the man muttered. “Damn kids snatching alia time! I tell you they can smell metal, every one of ’em. They give me eight stores to watch; I can’t be everyplace, and them kids’ll know the one room’s got some brass pipe in it, ten minutes after they bring the stuff in. Never get the brat now!”. But his eyes kept searching, following every gleam of light into the doorways and hiding-places along the street.


  Lev was beginning to understand. “It’s a shame,” he agreed automatically. “There ought to be some way to put a stop to it.”


  “I’ll put a stop to it if he pokes his head out,” the thick man said grimly. “Damn kids! And then I get the blame. Just leave me get my hands on ’em once,” he swore violently. “You won’t find ’em hanging around my place again.” He looked sharply at Lev. “You sure you didn’t see ’em? That’s metal he snatched now, don’t forget.”


  To his surprise, Lev found himself shaking his head in a vigorous negative. It was his duty to assist the watchman; he knew it. This was his first brush with an incident of the sort, but he’d read about it and heard about it for months.


  SINCE THE beginning of this last drive for recovery of underground pipe, juvenile theft had come out of the psychologists’ counsel-rooms, and into the trial-judges’ courts. Correction was good enough procedure when young delinquents were harming only other individuals. But more stringent punishment was indicated when they started snatching urgently-needed salvage metal.


  It had to be stopped. Lev opened his mouth, and tried to shut away the mental image of a terrified youngster pressed into the darkness of the doorway, sweating out the seconds. Sentiment and sympathy had no place in continental security.


  “Damn kids!” the watchman muttered with disgust, and turned to go before Lev could get the words out of his mouth to betray the thief. But the turn was hardly started when the thick man wheeled back, and something—a brick—flew from his fist to where the echo of a sigh had come from the blackness within a shadow.


  There was one shrill yelp of anguish, and an indrawn breath that was not quite a sob. Then something clanged to the ground with the unmistakable resonance of metal on concrete; a wiry form darted out of the doorway, scurried across the sidewalk, and became invisible again in the shadows along the opposite wall.


  The thick-set man dashed after the vanishing noise of scurrying feet, and Sloane turned back the way he had come. He didn’t want to wait till the watchman returned, didn’t want to know whether the boy was caught. There was relief in him because his own inexcusable defection had been cancelled out; there was, too, a peculiarly strong distaste for the thickset man, and an absurd worrisome feeling about the young culprit.


  Just a few inches of copper pipe . . . easy enough for any youngster to run off with and easy for him to sell, too. Five inches of slender tubing grasped in a boy’s hand; it meant more money than his father could make in a month. But even the fabulous prices on the metal-market didn’t come dose to the actual cost of unearthing the stuff from the depths of old cellars and tunnels far beneath the city. And financial investment was the smallest part of it; every inch of the stuff could be measured just as easily in terms of peace or war. Enough metal meant Continental security; not enough spelled certain defeat in an inevitable war.


  APARTMENT 18-Q, the room-and Lev Sloane had rented when he first came to the city eight years earlier-T-and occupied steadily since—was in no way unusual. To the last fractional part of a square inch, its wall-space, floor space, and wall-fixtures were similar to those of four hundred and sixty-one other single units in the same building. But within those limitations, Sloane’s place was most uniquely and thoughtfully his own. Every piece of furniture, each small convenience, the placement and relation of all the constituent parts of the room, bore the stamp of careful planning and equally careful use. The room-and was designed, specifically and functionally, to care for the physical and psychological needs of Lev Sloane.


  Everything in it was intimately familiar to him; the surfaces were molded by his touch; the inner workings of all the mechanical objects had long since lost their secrets to him.


  Still, as he opened the door this evening, the near-sense of danger and the unknown was sharply with him. The incident on the street had left him oddly exhilarated, more alive than usual. He wondered if it was the fleeting knowledge of guilt that had so affected him, and dismissed the notion with a smile. He could remember clearly enough how this same tingling awareness had come over him on his first visits to the Domes.


  Adventure! he mocked himself, and had to remember once more that, to another person, his visit to the Dome today, his excursion, through the processing plant outside the Come on the sea-floor, would be lastly romantic and exciting. Fair enough, then, that an encounter with a street-urchin and a grimy watchman should perk up his own dulled perceptions.


  He closed the door behind him, rather enjoying, now that he understood it, the dramatic sense of imminent menace.


  From across the room, a voice spoke: “You will please, Senhor, make no unusual noises or movements. Turn on the light.”


  Dazed, half-convinced that this was no reality at all, Lev flicked the switch. In the comer armchair, a lean figure sat relaxed; the gun drooping from the stranger’s hand seemed almost deadly for the casual ease with which it was held. Sloane had no slightest doubt that the owner of that gun could aim and fire, before he, himself, could complete any move to battle or escape.


  “Who are you?” he asked, still too incredulous to be very frightened or angry.


  “A friend.” The lean man smiled, and exceptionally white teeth flashed in his dark face. “Or perhaps I should say—a messenger.” It was not quite an accent, but American was not the man’s native tongue.


  Lev began to understand that this was really happening. Once you accepted the reality of it, the rest was not hard to understand. “A messenger from Latamer?” he asked.


  “Please. I do not like the name. I am, yes, a Latin-American by birth. My country does not concern you. I come as a messenger of certain Southam Continental Interests . . . I am sure you have no desire to know their names as yet.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong,” Lev said flatly. “But I don’t imagine you’re going to tell me. And you might as well save your breath, where your message is concerned. There are no Latamer messages that could be of interest to me.”


  The dark man in the chair smiled again and shrugged. “You are vehement, Mr. Sloane,” he commented idly. “I wonder why.”


  “Because I don’t like people who break into my apartment. Because I don’t like Latamers much to start with. Because I don’t like you, and I expect I wouldn’t like your . . . Interests much either.”


  “More vehemence! Well . . .” He unfolded his length from the comfortable chair, and walked over to Lev, the gun still hanging limply from his wrist. “You will turn around, please? I dislike holding this lethal weapon while I talk. I would like to ascertain that you are not armed before I put it a way.”


  SLOANE turned, and let himself be patted cautiously all over. When he turned back, his visitor had already slipped the gun into a pocket.


  “All right,” Lev told him. “Now get out. I don’t want to hear whatever you came to say. Get out.”


  “You are so brave! But I’m afraid you overact. The role does not call for such heroics. Now listen sensibly, will you, dear fellow? Sit down; make yourself comfortable. This is your home, you know. I wish to say a few words; then, if you do not like it . . .” He shrugged. “I will go. If you like it, we will talk more. I think perhaps you will like it.”


  “I’m prejudiced,” Lev said stiffly. “I don’t like Latamers, and I don’t like people who hold guns on me . . . it is my home, as you noticed.”


  “I am sorry for the gun. It was a necessary precaution, nothing more. It was not as a threat to you I carried it; we have no desire to harm you. But if I had not had it . . .” Again he shrugged, and smiled. “Think how it would be for me if you had been so heroic when you first came in.”


  Lev almost smiled back. The man was right in a way; Sloane was dramatizing this thing more than was necessary. But, it suddenly occured to him, so was his visitor. A secret agent should hardly look or act so much like one. Life, apparently, was determined to imitate art today . . . if you could call the movies art.


  “All right,” he said. “Go ahead and talk. Get it out. What’s you . . . message?” He sat down on the edge of the couch, waiting.


  “Ah, that’s better.” The dark man went back to his armchair. “I understand, Mr. Sloane, you are senior engineer for the Solute Metals work in this Continent?”


  “I work for the SMRC,” Sloane said. “I’m an engineer. What about it?”


  “I am told also that you have been heard to voice certain sentiments of—ah—let me say a somewhat advanced nature?”


  “Like what?”


  “Concerning the exchange of scientific information.”


  Sloane stiffened. “I am,” he said very carefully, “in favor of a somewhat more liberal policy in regard to information exchange.”


  “Ah, yes. Then we are in agreement. I have come only to discuss with you the means of effecting such an exchange.”


  “You’re getting ahead of yourself,” Lev put in drily. “I’m not so sure we agree about anything. My position on exchange is that of the Science Party—no more or less. I favor free exchange of now-classified matter with friendly governments, and limited exchange of classified matter . . . with friendly governments ”


  “It is so short-sighted,” the dark man said sadly. “How do you know, Lev Sloane, who will be your friend tomorrow? No, I have a better notion. You can exchange now, freely, and . . . perhaps you would, have some use for some small quantities of cash?”


  “Get out!” Lev stood up and paced the floor to where the other man sat. “Get your filthy proposition out of here before I wring your neck!”


  The gun was out again, a scant two feet from Lev’s belly, and this time it was pointing.


  “Back up!” the man snapped. Sloane backed. There was no civilized mockery in the threat now.


  “We overestimated you,” the visitor sighed: “we thought you had intelligence.” He was out of the chair now, moving toward the door. “You would be wisest,” he warned, “to make no move for ten minutes after I am gone. If you should be hurt, remember you were warned.” The gun never wavered as he sidled up to the door, opened it, and slipped through it.


  AS IT CLICKED shut, Lev leaped for the phone. He snapped on the audio and video simultaneously, and spun the dial around for the operator. As it made contact at the end of the long sweep, heat flashed through his arm, followed by a single wave of unbearable pain. Then nothing, till he heard the loud report, perhaps a fraction of a second later, but it seemed like hours.


  It was hours—five of them—before the reporters, the emergency medics, and the security-cops were all gone. With his testimony taken, his arm bandaged, and the various mis-spellings of his name carefully noted, Lev studied his bruised face in the bathroom mirror and chuckled. He wondered whether the spy, Ortega, had known how much noise that gadget made. If it didn’t sound so much like gunfire, the fellow might have got scotfree. As it was, every plain cop and security-man within three blocks was headed toward the apartment the instant it happened, and anyone in the way was inevitably held and searched. Ortega’s graceful gun betrayed him, even before Sloane told his story.


  Lev looked from the mirror to the clock: two a.m., and there was still that godforsaken report to do. He settled himself at his desk, and, using the damaged arm to hold the paper down, began filling in the proper little-squares as concisely as possible.


  He made just one conception. The last little box said, as it always did: “To what do you ascribe the trouble?”


  When he left the Dome that afternoon he had the answer all figured out, in a single word: “Negligence”. But things had been happening since then. Spies, sneak-thieves, sabotage . . . no, he had no proof of that.


  “Damned if I know,” he printed in neat block letters. Then, before he could change his mind, he sealed the printed form and dropped it down the mailing chute.
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  THERE WAS a little personal mail for Lev when he woke up; he could see it from his bed, a few sealed sheets waiting in the receiving-half of the chute, fluttering and floating on the updraft. It would only be bills and circulars. He punched for coffee and toast on the bedside Batchelor’s Friend before picking the letters from the column of air.


  Political circulars: keep us strong; vote for Gabble. Don’t sell us out; vote for Gobble. Down with everybody except us; vote for Gobble.


  Bills: Collections, Inc. reminded him that his monthly payment on his convertible would be due in only two weeks. Apartment rent due. Phone bill—he’d take that to work with him; some of his calls had been business and he’d have to put vouchers through on them.


  And—an old-fashioned envelope addressed by old-fashioned typewriter. Return address (1347 Ave. Y, Wash., D.C.; he didn’t know it) and delivery address were written cut instead of code-punched. It must have been manually delivered, by a cursing mailman, instead of routed automatically by the switching system. He clumsily tore the envelope open and felt a pang go through him as his eyes fell on the signature at the bottom of the single-sheet letter.


  Paul Barrios. He hadn’t known he was still alive.


  The Bachelor’s Friend said in his own voice: “Toast and coffee ready. Get them while they’re hot.” Automatically he took the steaming cup from it and sipped, delaying on the letter. He felt a little ashamed of himself. Barrios. Ninety-plus at least. Fifty years ago the classic paper, A Theory of Ion under Radiation Applied to the Differential Precipitation of Solute Metals in Sea-Water.


  And the old boy had meant applied.


  To a dazed and metal-starved world he innocently showed his graphite tanks with sea-water circulating through them under the radiance of the simple little Barrios Tubes. He showed the world metals plating out onto the graphite from the sea-water. Vary the frequency of the Barrios Radiation and you vary the metal recovered . . . it was the fantastic year that the Nobel Prizes in Physics, Chemistry and World Peace had gone to one man: Barrios.


  Lev Sloane blinked and turned to the letter:


  
    My Dear Sloane:


    If you will forgive a rather old-fashioned and sentimental gesture, I want to wish you a happy birthday. Doubtless this is proof—if any were needed!—that I am growing senile, which is by definition largely a tendency to live in the past. I woke up the other morning with a vague conviction that I had done somebody a grave injustice, and it was twenty-four hours before I remembered when. Just fifteen years ago! It was that unhappy occasion which you may recall, when you stood for your doctor’s oral before me at Columbia, and made some astoundingly inaccurate remarks, appropos of Solute Metal Recovery and I made some regrettably cutting remarks about Ph.D. candidates who were better suited to street-cleaning and the allied arts than to S.M.R. And I recalled, too, the pleasanter sequel when I learned that you had been celebrating your birthday the night before, and were unable to do yourself justice, re-examined you and had the pleasure of pronouncing you among the ten ablest S.M.R. men I had ever turned out. That verdict, my dear Sloane, still stands. I am pleased to see your name in the papers every so often as a mainstay of the S.M.R.G. technical branch, and to know that thereby you are playing a major part in the program that, Cod willing, will bring abundance; and peace to our poor old world.


    Sincerely yours,


    Paul Barrios


    S.M.R. Professor Emeritus


    Columbia University

  


  He felt a lump in his throat. Poor old genius emeritus, passed by as the younger men turned his science into engineering, as specialization multiplied until he couldn’t grasp what was going on in the field he had pioneered. Writing nostalgic letters, on slight excuse—to be doing something with the brain that once had been the mightiest creative tool on Earth . . .


  His own voice said from the Batchelor’s Friend: “Hey, you lazy bum, let’s get this show on the road! Time to go to work. Hardnose Hennessey isn’t going to like this.” Sloane didn’t feel funny. He switched off the voice-circuit and dressed slowly, favoring the bandaged arm.


  SLOANE paused for a moment at the foot of a flight of marble steps, sighed and trudged up them, passed between the great Ionic columns of the Solute Metals Recovery Commission building, and on into the bustling lobby. He might have hunted up the small entrance where top-level administrators and authentically handicapped employees could get an elevator-ride, but it would have taken an argument.


  The lobby clock said 9:03; Hardnose Hennessey—G. Mason Hennessey, Chief of Personnel, S.M.R.C. Grade 23—was not going to like it. Lev Sloane, Ph.D., Process Senior Engineer, S.M.R.C. Grade 18, decided that Hennessey could lump it; he had bruises and a bandage to show.


  In his office he took a little kidding from the junior engineers and secretaries over his adventure; they showed him a bored little paragraph in the morning’s newsroll. “Happens every day,” he grunted, and disappeared into his private cubicle. Target for today was to block out an advisory for the Commission members themselves, a frank statement in broad terms understandable to the lay mind on the status of recovery processes.


  He jotted down in shorthand: Are processes satisfactory? Get figures metal output, graph vs. time. Get Central Intelligence estimates equivalent figures for Latamer, Africa, Europe, Sino-Russ. Brief Summary, three main extraction processes. Why three? Explain dome oxy-cycle. Status of extraction-process research; get figures from Research and Development, especially estimate of availability of halogen-reduction process. (This secret; observe security procedure.) Qualified opinion on—


  His phone lit up with the face of Hardnose Hennessey’s very beautiful secretary, a young lady whose face and voice were one degree Kelvin above absolute zero as far as anybody below S.M.R.C. Grade 20 was concerned. “Mr. Sloane,” she said, “Dr. Hennessey wishes to see you at your convenience.” Blink, and the screen went off.


  Mister Sloane! Doctor Hennessey! Hardnose was an honorary L.H.D. of some jerkwater Kansas college, and unblushingly used the title to the limit in his professional and social life. Sloane swore tiredly and then got up to go. “At your convenience” from a 23 to an 18 meant now. It couldn’t be just coming in late; if the rest of the office knew about last night, so did Hardnose. That report, maybe, with the foolishly irritable answer on it? Kind of quick for that . . .


  He expected the chilly secretary to tell him: “Please wait; Dr. Hennessey will be free shortly.” Instead, she told him; “Go right in, Mr. Sloan, please.” And—incredibly—she smiled at him.


  Suspiciously, the engineer pushed open the plastic door of Hennessey’s large, softly carpeted office.


  “Come in, doctor!” boomed the Chief of Personnel. “I have a distinguished visitor whom I want you to meet.”


  She was distinguished indeed. In her early thirties. Tall, dark-skinned, with rather everted lips but the classic brow and nose of an Arab and straight—or straightened?—black, glossy hair. Her plain dress was prudishly high at the neck and low at the hem. That and the small silver triangle pendant on her bosom meant she was a practicing Ma’dite. He had met very few of them and hoped his manners would be adequate.


  “Miss Vanderpoel—Dr. Vanderpoel, I should say—may I present Dr. Sloane, one of our most valued technical men.”


  SLOANE smiled politely and extended his hand. She ignored it. Murmuring “Salaam aleikum,” she touched brow, lip and heart and inclined her head. The engineer reddened and did the same, clumsily. She looked at him evenly and said, with a faint Dutch accent: “‘That is not necessary, Dr. Sloane. I am not an exchange-student, who eagerly gives up his own nation’s ways; but neither do I tacitly impose my own nation’s ways on my host. You may greet in in the future with what polite words you please, but you should not say the words of peace unless you mean them.”


  “Uh,” said Hennessey, “Dr. Sloane is the fellow who acquitted himself so well with that Latamer agent. I trust you—”


  “You told me all that, Mr. Hennessey,” she said without inflection. “I will question him.”


  Hennessey hastily answered Sloane’s inquiring glance. The engineer had never seen him so flustered. “Dr. Vanderpoel is a V.I.P., Sloane. She is, of course, an African, and her visit is part of an experimental program to exchange S.M.R. data between her government and ours. I thought you might be the best person to take her on a tour of one of our domes. She, ah, she wants to be sure—” He hesitated.


  “I want to be quite sure,” said the woman’s precise voice, “that my guide is a qualified technical-man—”


  “Yes, of course,” Hennessey boomed heartily. “And I’m sure Dr. Sloane will satisfy you. He’s rated one of the best in the country—academically, of course.” You could hardly even call it a sneer, that faint deprecation as he qualified his praise. “Studied with Barrios himself, and I understand the Old Man gave him an extra-high recommendation when he came to us. Do you still see him, Sloane?”


  “I . . . heard from him today,” Lev said with difficulty, and promptly took the edge off the boast by adding: “I haven’t seen him for years.” It was somehow offensive to have Barrios’ name dragged in for display-purposes this way, after reading that letter this morning. Hardnose Hennessey probably didn’t even know just what it was Paul Barrios had done.


  “‘You know,” Hennessey rattled on cheerfully, “the Old Man always favored more exchange of information. That’s another reason I picked Dr. Sloane to guide you. I hear he’s on the same bandwagon himself.”


  Sloane didn’t need any help to catch the veiled threat in the smiling words. Show her the dome, Hennessey was saying. Keep her happy. But keep your political notions out of it.


  “That is, I am sure, of great interest to you and Dr. Sloane,” the lady V.I.P. said icily. “My interest, as I started to say earlier, is in obtaining a qualified technical-man to guide me—not a more-or-less-disguised public-relations person who will use my limited time trying to influence me, rather than give me information. I should like to have some time to talk to Dr. Sloane now . . . alone, if you please, Mr. Hennessey.”


  LEV WAS emphatically not looking forward to the rest of this business, but whatever came afterwards couldn’t spoil this moment for him: he had the unadulterated pleasure of watching Hardnose Hennessey retreat, awkwardly, from his own office, under the frigid stare of a visiting V.I.P.


  “Sit down, Dr. Sloane,” she said as soon as the ‘public-relations person’ was gone. “And I hope you can be more informative than Mr. Hennessey.”


  “I’ll try,” he said drily. “If it’s engineering you want to know about, I’ll tell you all I can. You realize there are some questions I may have to refuse to answer, without instructions from a higher level than Hennessey.”


  “Your loyalty to your country is not under question, Doctor; that is one of the primary reasons why you were selected. I am not so foolish as to believe it impossible that the North American S.M.R.C. harbors some persons who may be agents of either Latin America or the Asia Union. Your adventure of last night—as reported by the news-rolls and verified by the African embassy—indicates as clearly as possible that you are not one of those persons. Now if we can get down to facts . . .?”


  “I’ll be glad to,” he said stiffly. Tm not much on political talk myself.”


  “Good.” And she launched into a full hour of questions and answers covering every phase of dome operation. He had to remind her regularly: “I’m a processes-man, Miss Vanderpoel; that’s outside my field,” when she wanted to know about safety-measures and working-conditions. Again, she found herself saying with a frequency that seemed to surprise her: “I do not understand that, Doctor; perhaps you can amplify and explain it when I see it.”


  When, finally, she sat back in silence, and the interview was concluded, Lev was, almost beginning to like her. She certainly knew the field, and she had a rare talent for admitting her gaps of knowledge where they existed.


  “I think I shall be more than satisfied with your guidance, Dr. Sloane,” she said, and though imperiousness was apparently a basic part, of her, there was less of it in this statement than at any time before. It returned in full force as she asked: “Is there some way to call that person back?”


  Lev studied the blank-faced intercom on Hennessey’s desk, and decided against the assumption of the prerogative. He went to the door, and addressed the request personally to the glamorous ice-maiden of a secretary.


  “She’s trying to find him,” Lev told Miss Vanderpoel.


  The V.I.P. sighed impatiently. “I hoped we could start the tour immediately,” she said.


  Sloane restrained a smile; he suspected the lady would not appreciate his amusement at her naivete. He hunted for an acceptably-polite way to explain to her that Domes could not possibly be entered that easily, that the law of the land required certain safeguards concerning visitors, no matter how important they were—


  But she obviously wasn’t going to listen. She took from a pocket in her dress a brown book with a silver triangle and a word in Arabic stamped on the voer, and began to read. Sayings of the Ma’di, he supposed—the African Bible. All right, let Hardnose tell her; Sloane wandered back to the outer office, and amused himself till Hennessey showed up—unexpectedly soon—by conducting an experiment to determine exactly how much ogling it took to make the beautiful secretary nervous.


  “Miss Vanderpoel wants a Dome tour arranged immediately ” Lev said, dead-pan when Hennessey rushed in.


  “We’re ready immediately ” Hardnose said with considerable self-satisfaction. “I got ahead of her that time. State pitched in, and cleared her in record time; here’s a pass for her.” He handed Sloane a stainless-steel tag with Miss Vanderpoel’s picture and thumbprint photographed onto it. Plastic protected it, and Sloane knew there was an invisible pattern of magnetized dots in the steel as well—though the trick was supposed to be ultra-secret.


  They went back to the private office, and Hennessey glowed under Miss Vanderpoel’s faint show of approval.


  “I think Dome Baker would be the best bet,” Sloane suggested, “I know it better than the others, and it’s not far.”


  Hennessy nodded.


  “Where is it?” the woman asked.


  “Just ten miles off the Jersey coast,” Lev told her. “I can drive you there myself in about an hour and we can have lunch in the Dome—if you wish.”


  “Very well.” She gave the African salutation to Hennessy in parting, and they went down to pick up Sloane’s car.


  WALKING with him down the marble corridor she asked crisply: “What metals are extracted at your Dome Baker, Mr. Sloane?”


  “Mostly iron—which makes it typical of the North American S.M.R.C. Iron’s ninety percent of our output, of course. We buy our vanadium, chrome, tungsten—and so on for steelmaking—from Europe. Naturally, we have mothballed Domes set up to turn them out in case Sino-Russia jumps Europe and shuts off our supply.” He wondered if she’d comment on the politics of that. She didn’t, and her face was unreadable.


  “Another interesting point at Baker,” he went on, nettled; “the first Barrios cell ever made is still in use there.”


  “Oh?” She was clearly not impressed. “I am under the impression that the Barrios cell has been much improved since the first model.” It was a sneer.


  “Naturally. It’s a tribute to a great man.”


  “His work is done,” she said briefly.


  “You’re very casual,” Lev said with a hint of anger. “Paul Barrios was—is—a genius. You people owe him as much as we do.”


  Frostily, without breaking her stride, she said: “Dr. Sloane, it doesn’t become a person with your load of ancestral blood-guilt to reproach me for a casual attitude toward one of your geniuses. The iron that Barrios found a new way to isolate was first given to man by my equatorial ancestors.”


  There was a warning of passion in her voice as she went on, and Sloane found it reassuring; she was human after all. “Your north-temperate ancestors,” she said, “were most notably casual—to use your word—in wiping out several of my equatorial ancestors’ cultures.” They were passing between the ionic columns of the S.M.R.C. Building. “And I notice that you have—casually—adopted architectural devices invented by my ancestors. Of course you call them ‘Egyptian’, pretending that Egypt was not a part of Africa and did not continuously exchange, culturally and genetically, with all its peoples.”


  “My car’s in the parking-lot here,” he said, and pointedly dropped the conversation; he wouldn’t argue ethnology with her.


  He drove his convertible to the S.M. R.C. flying field, underwent a fast overwater-readiness check and took off. Beside him, bliss Vanderpoel read her Sayings of the Ma’di as they droned northeast to the coast. In a quarter-hour she dozed off, with the book in her lap held open by her slender hands.


  Sloane craned a little for a look at it. The graceful lines of Arabic meant nothing to him, but the condition of the book did. It was thoroughly thumbed and worn, from beginning to end—testimony that the woman was a serious believer in the Ma’di supposed to have lived, preached, worked wonders and died a century ago. He stole a glance at her face and thought with satisfaction: no wonder she believes—identification.


  Her face had about the same blend of features attributed to the Ma’di in the hearsay, traditional portraits that even he had seen. Her face—the Ma’di’s traditional face—were epitomes of the Mali’s preaching: Africa united, proud and forward-looking. Probably that cold, bad-tempered reply to his reproach had been in the best Ma’dite tradition. Certainly she’d had a good point: it was a fake and a swindle to make the traditional assumption that the achievements of Egypt owed nothing to the peoples of the desert, mountain, rainforest and grasslands.


  He wondered whether the Ma’di had been essential to the unification and industrialization of Africa, or whether he’d been a side-show to an inevitable technical-economic process. About one hundred million believers thought the former—fiercely enough to make the great of the world profoundly glad that Ma’dism was by nature non-exportable, and by decree of its founder non-aggressive. Not even the tactless, backward, ferociously godless Sino-Russians claimed that Ma’dism was meddling with their internal affairs, a complaint they thundered regularly against every other major religion on Earth, and used often as pretext for a purge of unreliables.
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  SLOANE had to shake her gently awake as he homed on the radar beacon. She blinked and put away her book. “I should apologize,” she said. “My time in this country is limited, and I have been using it to the full.”


  “No apology necessary,” he assured her, and then was busy with landing, mooring and the transfer to the bathyvator. The bathyvator man, who had been unshaved and sloppily-dressed yesterday, now wore sparkingly clean coveralls and a couple of razor-nicks on his jaw.


  “You’ve been advised about Miss Vanderpoel?” Sloane asked.


  “Yes, sir. If I could just see her pass, well go right down.”


  She produced it and the man said: “Thank you, ma’am.” Down they went, and the Security-guards at the bottom end were equally deferential. Hennessey must have scared the daylights out of them, Sloane thought.


  As they stepped out of the guard-room—and from under the gun-slits, to Sloane’s relief, as usual—Haywood bustled up to them. “A great pleasure, Miss Vanderpoel,” he burbled. “I’ll be happy to show you around my Dome—no eye like the master’s eye, eh? No offense, Sloane.”


  The woman said: “It is precisely to avoid the possibility of your showing me around your Dome that Dr. Sloane has accompanied me—if I may say so without offense. I should like some lunch and then freedom to inspect, with Dr. Sloane as my guide.”


  Haywood managed to take it as a joke. “Topside gets all the gravy,” he laughed painfully. “Sloane not only lives in a house and smokes when he wants to, but gets himself a good-looking girl to tour the Dome with.” Miss Vanderpoel looked at him as though he were a chimpanzee who had just asked for her hand in marriage. “My time is very limited,” she said, “If we may have something to eat—?”


  SHORTLY afterwards, they were seated alone in the minute cafeteria. The unsquashable Haywood was talking proudly: “We serve nine hundred meals a day here—in shifts of course. I pride myself on the highest safety-rating of any Dome in operation—by the S.M.P.C., of course. I suppose, though, we can’t hold a candle to your African Domes.” Sloane winced at his clumsy gallantry, but Miss Vanderpoel was merely puzzled. “Hold a candle?” she asked. “I not understand the relevance,” She eating quickly and delicately.


  “It means we aren’t as good as the African Domes,” Haywood explained largely. She said nothing, and he went on: “We’re one thousand percent safe. That bulkhead you’re leaning back against—half an inch of steel and plastic; on the other side seawater at unimaginable pressure, but you’re safe as if you were in your mother’s arms. Three warning-circuits slam W.T. doors compartmenting the Dome seconds after leakage occurs. Everywhere, instantly, available, are safety-suits.”


  “Where are the safety-suits in here, Mr. Haywood?” she asked.


  He looked embarrassed. “It. isn’t S.M.P.C. Dome policy to provide them for diningrooms,” he said. “Wouldn’t do any good, I’m afraid. Imagine the place-jammed with seventy-five people and a plate giving way. Thirty seconds to get into a safety-suit—if a man’s kept up his drill the way he ought to. I’m very much afraid there’d be a panic and all lives lost, suits or not.”


  “We have suits in the public rooms of our Domes,” Miss Vanderpoel said.


  Sloane read in her face and words the contempt for dithering and hysteria, and the converse ideal of dignity and calm power. Haywood sensed a little of it and looked dubious. “Of course it’s not a major point,” he said. “Africa and North America are lucky enough to have stable subsea coastal ground. I’m damned if I’d go down into a Sino-Russ Dome in the Pacific, right smack on the Circle of Fire. And, of course, you never know with the censorship and lies what the Latamers are up to; but I hear they have some tom-fool business about Dome personnel making their wills and being posthumously decorated before they go downside. That smells like a terribly bad accident-rate to me. Of course you can get away with it if morale is high enough. Or, to be honest, your people are fanatics like the Latamer kids. But it’s a hell of a way to get production, isn’t it, Sloane?”


  “It is, if true. On the other hand, I was in several European Domes—the Adriatic Dome, the Tyrrhenian, the Cycladic and the Cnossos. They take safety seriously there. All personnel wear suits all the time. Three-day tours of duty only. Shut-down every month for inspection.”


  “Hell, they can afford it,” said Haywood, annoyed. “They turn out a few kilograms of tungsten or vanadium a day. Here we’re in production. What I think—”


  They never found out what he thought.


  WITH A NOISE that was half the roar of a seige-gun and half the shriek of a tortured animal, a section of the wall ripped loose and a solid, glassy column reaching from the wall smashed Haywood where he sat. Sloane was utterly paralyzed, hardly recognizing the stuff as water, for a split-second. Haywood was almost headless, and something had happened to the woman—she was floating limply awash in a foot of water fed by the roaring column.


  He ducked under it, shuddering, seized her as an alarm-bell began to bong, and raced, splashing, for the door of the cafeteria, threading his way through the tables and chairs. He was a yard from it, with the woman in his arms when it slammed murderously shut. Three warning-circuits slam W.T. doors . . .


  How long did he have—thirty seconds? The water was rising one foot in two seconds; his ear drums thudded inward as the air compressed, driven up by the water. It isn’t S.M.P.C. policy to provide them for diningrooms . . .


  Sloane wrenched at the dogs, which had automatically turned as the door slammed, one-handed, with the woman on his bad arm. There were seven dogs, and the water was to his knees. He pounded with his fist at one, chest-high, and felt it sullenly turn. With the water at his waist, he pounded open a second and a thirds cursing weakly, and the fourth and fifth, at the top of the W.T. door. He took a deep, sobbing breath of the thick air and hauled himself down by the doorframe into the icy water, with his arm still cramped around the woman. He didn’t remember how he turned the two remaining dogs; the next thing he knew, was that he was being swirled into the corridor adjoining the cafeteria, and was swimming one-handed for the red-painted breakaway panels where there were two safety suits. Thirty seconds to get into a safety suit—if a man’s kept up his drill the way he ought to . . .


  l


  “Gobble the whobble mumble.”


  “Slump the anesthumbsia stroorn.”


  “Buzz pulse and huspiration buttle.”


  “Quork the anode on the patient’s wrist.”


  “Yes, doctor.”


  “Pulse and respiration normal.”


  “That does it. You can take him from here.”


  Sloane opened his eyes and tried to focus. Faces swam above him; one of them said: “How’re you feeling, fella?”


  “Rotten. What happened?” he croaked. “I remember swimming for the safety-suit panels . . .”


  “Believe it or not, you made it.”


  “Dr. Vanderpoel too?”


  “That’s Tight. She’s alive and you’re a hero. They found the two of you bobbing up against the ceiling of the corridor compartment. Uh, Haywood didn’t make it.”


  “I saw. When the plate blew . . . where am I?”


  “Roosevelt Memorial Hospital, D.C. Want to tell us about the break-in for our records?”


  HIS EYES were working better, and sensation was returning to his body. He saw three sympathetic-looking men in three chairs by his bedside; he was rolled over toward them a little, propped up with pillows along his back. He tried to move and was restrained by things that cut into his limbs and belly.


  “What is this?” he asked, panicky. “Am I in a cast? Is my back all right?” They laughed and one of them said: “No, no; you’re all right. Should’ve told you; we gave you metrazol and globulin for shock. There’s no metrazol-reaction history on you, but some people get the jerks from it.”


  “You mean I’m about to have convulsions so you tied me down? That was a dirty damned trick.”


  “Probably not, since the stuff’s been in you for an hour now. But there’s still a faint chance, so if you don’t mind we really ought to keep the restrainers on a little longer. With them, nothing can happen. Without them—well, there’s always the chance of fractured spinal discs before we got you under control.”


  Sloane shuddered and said: “Leave ’em on.”


  “Sensible man! Now, about the accident—from the beginning.”


  He told them about the accident, from the beginning. They asked him to tell it again from the beginning, in case anything else occurred to him. They pointed out that he might have unconsciouly noticed some detail, or heard some noise that would have a bearing on the cause of the accident. He told it again, conscientiously filling in every scrap he remembered. Fine, they told him. This time they’d take it down in shorthand. If he’d just begin once more—


  “What the hell is this?” he demanded, enraged. “You people are the damndest doctors I ever ran into.” One of them said, suddenly cold: “We’re not doctors, Sloane; we’re F. B.I. agents. Ortega has squealed.”


  “Start talking, Sloane.”


  “The sooner the better if you know what’s good for you.”


  “Ortega turned you in; why protect the other rats?”


  “It’s a dirty business, but it’ll count for you if you cooperate.”


  “This is your chance to make up for some of the dirt you’ve done your country.”


  “Start talking, Sloane.”


  “You’re crazy!” he shrilled at them; “what am I supposed to say?”


  “He’s ready to tell us about it. Turn on the tape.”


  “Tape’s on. Go ahead, Sloane.”


  “Start with the first Latamer approach to you.”


  “Let me the hell alone, you damned fools!” he yelled, “I never heard of anything as idiotic as this!” Nor had he. And it was frightening, like the thought of a six-foot idiot who had conceived a dislike for you . . .


  “He thinks we’re bluffing. Get the tape on.”


  “Tape’s on. Listen, Sloane.”


  HE HEARD a mechanically-reproduced voice, the almost-accented voice of Ortega, the theatrical Latamer agent. “—I make this confession of my own free will for the following reason: I understand that North American jurisprudence sometimes recognizes such cooperation as this with the authorities, as grounds for reduction of sentence. I have been asked to specify, however, that no person has promised that this will occur in my case, and this is true. Also, I have been asked to say that I have not been subjected to physical indignities or psychological duress other than what any reasonable person understands is normal and inevitable in police practice; this also is true.


  “On September 17th I was advised by anonymous letter, bearing the correct code-designation, that I was to contact Mr. Lev Sloane, since he was sympathetic to our Latin-American cause, I waited for him that evening, letting myself in by an omnikey. We talked agreeably and I found him a most enthusiastic friend of my government and its principals.


  “In discussing how we might further our common end, Mr. Sloane suggested that he could be raised to a more effective position for sabotage in the S.M.R.C. if he were to distinguish himself for courage and patriotism. Bluntly, he suggested that I permit him to ‘capture and expose’ me. I demurred at this, but he persuaded me that my term would be only a short one, since he would not allege in court that I had done, or offered to do, any substantive damage to the American power. His glibness won me over, but I am now informed that I face a prison-term of twenty-five years on conviction, and therefore I am impelled to make this confession.”


  The voice stopped.


  Sloane told them: “I have nothing to say about that, except that it’s a pack of lies.”


  One of the F.B.I. men was looking over his head and grumbling: “I never did trust the damn things; where there’s smoke there’s fire.”


  Another of the agents suddenly thrust an object at him, yelling: “Have you ever seen this before?” It was an oxy-torch, pocket size.


  “I haven’t had an oxy-torch in my hand for ten years,” he said flatly. “Maybe that’s a torch I used ten years ago, so I can’t answer the question positively.”


  “Wise guy,” one of them muttered. The one looking over his head seemed glum and disappointed.


  “Why did you cut open the Dome bulkhead?” the third demanded.


  He laughed incredulously.


  “It isn’t funny, Sloane. This torch was found in the cafeteria. One man died and three hundred could have died—”


  “What do you men think you are doing?” a cool, angry voice demanded. Dr. Vanderpoel.


  “We’re questioning a suspected enemy agent, Miss. And from that bandage on your head, you’d better get back where you belong.”


  “Dr. Sloane saved my life and this is completely idiotic. Disconnect that lie-detector at once. Do you hear me?”


  “I hear you all right, Miss, but I don’t take orders from you.”


  “Call National 5-11783 immediately and appraise them of this situation,” she snapped.


  “How do you know that number?” asked an agent, astounded and suspicious.


  “Never mind; call it.”


  One of them left silently and Sloane saw the woman come into his limited field of vision. She wore a bandage like a skull cap. “Salaam aleikum,” she said to him. “I thank the One God, and his servant the Ma’di, that nothing worse has happened to you than questioning by these buffoons.”


  “You’re all right?” he asked, trying to move.


  “You will be free soon. Yes, thank you. A slight concussion from a fragment of the wall’s plastic paneling. I was conscious intermittently throughout and can testify to your selflessness and courage. Do not worry about these people. Police are the same the world over. They are paid to do this sort of thing.”


  “Look, Miss—” one of the G-men growled.


  “Watch it, Renshaw!” warned a voice from the door. “Miss Vanderpoel, the chief says I should apologize to you, and we should release Sloane. I apologize; Renshaw, get him out of the polygraph.”


  The agent who had phoned looked down malignantly at Sloane as Renshaw unbuckled the fake restrainers which had camouflaged a lie-detector’s input pads. “Sloane,” he said, “I’ve been ordered to release you as not responsible for the dome break-in on Miss Vanderpoel’s say-so. On this other thing from Ortega, it’s dubious enough for us to leave you at large; without the Dome incident—which Miss Vanderpoel covers us on—there’s no corroboration. Yet. I’m warning you now not to leave town, If you try, the D.C. police will pick you up for spitting on the sidewalk. As soon as you pay your fine they’ll pick you up again for loitering. And so on. Come on, men.”


  4


  THEY FILED disgustedly out with their polygraph as Sloane grinned and stretched his cramped limbs. The woman grabbed his bedside signal and pushed it ferociously. A thoroughly cowed nurse popped in, squeaking: “Yes, Miss Vanderpoel? What can I do for you?”


  “Release-forms at once, please. And Dr. Sloane’s clothes.”


  “Yes, Miss Vanderpoel!”


  “Who are you, anyway?” he asked her when the nurse had gone.


  She gave him an unexpected smile that was almost impish. “As Mr. Hennessey said, A Very Important Person.”


  “I’ll let it go at that, doctor. But why are you so certain that I’m innocent of all this?”


  “A simple matter of intercontinental relations,” she said, gravely again. “The present world alignment is Sino-Russia and Latin America versus Europe and United Africa, The role of North America is to maintain the balance of power by throwing its support to the weaker of the two alliances. Because of Sino-Russia’s immense manpower-reserves, and Latin America’s plentiful supply of fanatics and raw-materials, North America judges that the Europe-Africa alliance is the weaker and so supports it.


  “The great dream of the Sino-Russian and Latin American alliance is to win over Africa. They bombard us daily with propaganda—stupid propaganda, stressing the fact that the Chinese are yellow-skinned and many Latin-Americans brown-skinned. As if that were more important than cultural heritages!


  “Failing in this positive appeal, they have evidently resorted to a negative attempt to split Africa from North America;” She paused, broodingly. “My death, with the responsibility apparently North American, might have done it. I believe that the Dome accident was no accident, but an attempted murder by the Latin American and Sino-Russian alliance. I believe that you have been branded a Latin American agent because of your heroic rescue of me. In their propaganda they will represent it as a—Very Important Person—saved from death at the hands of the North Americans by a heroic agent of Latin America and Sino-Russia.”


  “Then you are in danger now!”


  “I am,” she said. “I have been in deadly danger since my incognito was penetrated by the Latin American spy-net in this country. I did not realize it had been broken until the Dome gave way.”


  The scared nurse came in with forms and Sloane’s clothes, with the water wrinkles pressed out.


  “I’ve already signed mine,” she said. “Put your name here, dress and we can walk out.”


  He studied the form and its grim disclaimer of responsibility by the hospital. He signed it and asked: “I don’t see the reasoning behind this . . .”


  She moved a bedside chair two yards away, turned its back to him and sat in it. As he dressed, she told him: “I must get out of this place immediately. It would be too easy—there are poisons and surgical instruments in a hospital. I dare not go to our African Embassy; it is insufficiently-staffed, and not constructed to afford me safety. And above all, I dare not place myself under the protection of any North American officials. No matter how well I were guarded, there might be a mishap—and hours later there would be anti-North American riots and manifestos from Capetown to Alexandria. I trusted too much in my incognito. Perhaps—” For just a moment she showed a touch of indecision. “—I have been told I have a certain air of authority that might have betrayed me?”


  “That might possibly be it,” he agreed seriously. “I’m dressed now.” She rose and said: “Will you take me to the—the unlikeliest place you know? A place where nobody would dream of you appearing, but a place where there will be no complications or fuss about entry. No—don’t tell me what it is, please.”


  “They must surely be watching the hospital. Won’t we be followed—or shot down in the street?”


  “Yes,” she said. “That is why we shall leave by ambulance.”


  SHE HAD arranged it, too. Waiting on the roof was a nervous driver who demanded of Sloane: “Ya sure this is okay, Jack? I tried to say no, but—” He glanced at the woman and shrugged helplessly.


  Twenty minutes later, the ambulance hooted as it hovered above the 1200 block of avenue W and landed when traffic stopped at the intersections. Miss Vanderpoel tottered out, leaning heavily on Sloane’s arm. There were ah’s of sympathy from the crowd and the ambulance popped up into the air again on grasshopper legs.


  When they rounded the corner, Miss Vanderpoel straightened and her walk became brisk. 1347 Avenue Y was a two-story brick home of faded elegance. Bare spots and improvisations of plastic where there had been brass bell-pulls, name-plates, graceful iron railings, foot scraper and other forgotten accessories dated it badly.


  The old man opened the door himself, squinting into the afternoon light. “I’m afraid I can’t make out your faces,” he said in a voice that had grown thin and frail, but still had music in it. “You’re—you’re—?”


  “Lev Sloane, Professor,” said the engineer. “And a friend.”


  “Why, Sloane! How pleasant—please come in, and you, too—”


  “Miss Vanderpoel.”


  “—Miss Vanderpoel, of course. How pleasant!” His stooped figure went before them down a dim entrance hall. “It’s turning into quite a day for me. There are two other gentlemen here—but perhaps you knew?”


  Lev stopped in mid-stride, slightly off-balance, and the girl stopped at the same instant.


  “Who?” Sloane demanded.


  “Why . . . a Mr. Haines, and a Mr. Adams. So you know them? They were asking about you . . .?”


  “Professor,” Lev said rapidly and quietly. “I meant to explain this more gradually, but I’m afraid I’ve imposed on you. Miss Vanderpoel here is in some danger. I brought her here hoping to . . . to hide her. Is there any way . . .?”


  “Company Professor?” A door opened into the hallway, and a competent-looking man stepped out, with a gun in his hand.


  “Sir!” The old man turned on the intruder furiously. “Put that thing down. Have you forgotten you’re a guest in my house? Put it down, sir, and be so kind as to leave immediately.”


  “Happy to, Prof. In a few minutes.


  I think we’ve got what we were looking for. In here, everybody.” It was a square, low-ceilinged living room, with casement windows that opened on a brick-walled backyard flower garden. A fire twinkled in a fabulous brass grate., and there was an equally fabulous stand of wrought-iron fire tools beside it. Lev Sloane remembered those: North America’s gift to its savior, made from the first iron processed out of the first dome.


  THE GUN directed them to a slip-covered sofa where Lev had spent uncounted afternoons in the distant schoolday past, warming himself in front of the fire in the iron grate . . . and afire himself with the knowledge that old Barrios was giving him. The Professor ignored the pointing gun. Trembling with indignation, he collapsed into a club chair by a smoking stand where a wax taper burned in a holder. Adams’ partner—Haines—helped himself to a cigar from the humidor on the stand, and puffed it alight at the taper, grinning.


  At a threatening jerk from the man with the gun, Sloane sat down on the sofa. Slowly and regally, the girl settled herself next to him, smoothing her skirt as she sat, as if not crushing it were her only concern. Never in their brief acquaintance had Sloane seen her quite so imperious as now.


  “Okay, now let’s get the formalities over with,” Adams said genially. “You, miss . . . you go by the name of Kuyler-Ngomo?”


  “No,” she said steadily. “My name is Vanderpoel . . . Miss Vanderpoel.”


  “That one’s good enough,” Adams said. “Be hard to make any mistake. Not many girls around that look just like you. We’ve got orders to take you back with us. I hope you’re not going to make any trouble.”


  “I haven’t decided yet,” she said indifferently.


  “Well, make your mind up. We ain’t got much time,” Haines put in.


  “Would it be too much to inquire whose orders you are following?” Dr. Barrios said from his chair.


  “Security,” Adams said, smiling.


  “Your identification?” the girl demanded.


  “Right here.” The man patted his gun with his free hand.


  “How did you know where to find us?” Lev asked suddenly.


  “We didn’t; we were hoping. Mostly we came to see if the Professor knew anything that would help. Now if the young lady will just come along, we won’t have any trouble at all.”


  “You think we should leave them?” Adams put in, looking worried.


  “Nobody said anything about two guys. We want the girl.”


  “Sure, but . . . okay, it’s your neck m much as mine.” Adams subsided, but he wasn’t satisfied.


  Old Barrios had gathered his poise again. “May I ask for what purpose you desire to have the lady’s company?”


  “Sure, you can ask,” Haines said boredly. “Ready, Miss Vanderpoel?”


  She stood up. “Yes,” she said wearily. Sloane could see her hand moving through the wool fabric of her dress pocket, fingering the worn brown book, the “Meditations.” Suddenly it was too much; there was a time not to be cautious.


  “I’ll tell you what for, Dr. Barrios; to kill her.”


  THE WORDS hung on the air. Then the Professor too stood up, and with the most ordinary manner crossed his room to the telephone.


  “That’s enough, Prof.” Adams clicked off the safety of his gun audibly; Barrios was not so old that the sound was meaningless to him. He stopped and turned to face them; his slender shoulders sagging with defeat.


  “A moment ago,” he said thinly, “you were joking about my riches. I am rich, you know. I was a great man once. What do you want? Name your price for the lady’s ransom.”


  He slumped into the chair by the smoking stand.


  “Everything you’ve got,” Adams said promptly. “And then it wouldn’t be enough. The Chief wouldn’t like it if we came back without the lady.”


  “Do you know who I am?” the old man asked.


  “Sure,” Haines answered. “Everybody knows, even me. Barrios, SMRC, Mister SMRC, you might say. Ain’t that right?”


  “Yes,” said Barrios sadly. “I have here—” His hand dipped into his breast pocket. The gun made a sudden alarmed jerk in his direction and then subsided as Barrios drew out a flimsy sheet of pink paper, folded. “I have here the fruit of my last fifteen years of work. The world thought I was a dodderer whom the parade has passed by. But summarized on this sheet is a practical method of multiplying the output of S.M.P. Domes ten times. Think about it a minute and see if you still think it’s not enough to pay for a girl’s life.”


  “That changes the picture,” Adams admitted grimly, reaching out his hand. “Hand it over.” And then he gasped. Barrios had darted the paper toward the candleflame, twitching it back with a wisp of smoke curling from one corner. Adams stared for a moment at the curl of smoke, and then his eyes swung back on Sloane and Miss Vanderpoel.


  “Why didn’t you sell this thing long ago?” he demanded suspiciously.


  Barrios sighed. “I long ago lost ambition; I long ago lost my illusion that men would use metal for anything but making war. Ten times more metal, ten times as much death and agony. I would have given it to the world if I thought it was any use. But now there is a reason. It’s yours . . . for the lady’s life.”


  Adams was watching Sloane and the woman, His friend was staring at Barrios. He muttered: “He was a big shot—”


  “You are hesitating,” said the triple Nobelist, with a touch of the old resonance in his voice. “Very well. The world does not know how to use it and you do not want it. Let it burn!”


  He crumpled the paper in his hand and tossed it at the fire that twinkled in the grate.


  “Get it, Chuck!” shrieked the replica, diving for the grate, and so did Adams, clawing at the coals.


  Sloane landed on the small of Adams’ back with both feet. The other killer snatched up Adams’ dropped gun and rolled over, spraying bullets at full-automatic until a priceless wrought-iron fire poker smashed his hand. Miss Vanderpoel said to him as he screamed. “Lie there unless you want it in the head next.” She twirled the poker.


  “Lord,” said Sloane, white-faced. “I killed him.” He rolled Adams over, shrinking from the touch, and found the ball of flimsy pink paper crushed under his chest, only charred at the edges.


  “We saved it, Professor!” he said triumphantly turning to the club chair. But Barrios was slumped far down with blood throbbing from his chest. He was making a curious chuckling noise and Sloane bent low to hear.


  “Glad you came,” he said, slowly but distinctly. “I was bored.” Then he died. Sloane thrust the crumpled ball of paper into his pocket and turned to the gunman.


  “You killed him,” he said.


  The man groaned and clutched his mashed hand.


  “Who’s your boss, fella?” Sloane said grimly. “I want to know who sends people like you out to kill people like us—and him.”


  The man groaned louder.


  “I won’t ask you twice,” Sloane said. Lie took the wrought-iron tongs and thrust them into the heart of the fire. Miss Vanderpoel’s face writhed, but she didn’t speak.


  FIVE MINUTES and three seconds later Haines was screaming: “I don’t know his name! He’s a tall fat guy who works for the Gov’ment! He meets me in the Dupont Circle Bar! He’ll get me killed if he knows about this! He’ll send his greasers with their knives! I swear I don’t know his name!”


  Sloane said thoughtfully: “Lots of tall, fat men work for the Government. I can think of one who was in a position to break your incognito. I can think of one whom I told about getting a letter from Professor Barrios. I can think of one who’s in a position to seed Latin-American sympathizers through the entire S.M.P.C. and botch things as thoroughly as they’ve been botched.”


  He thrust the cooling tongs back into the fire, and the man screamed again at the thought.


  “No more!” said Miss Vanderpoel, compulsively.


  “Perhaps not . . . does you boss swear a lot? Blue-eyed? Sandy hair with a widow’s peak in front that he combs over a bald crown? Big square front teeth? Like grey suits? Extra-big chronometer wrist-watch?”


  He didn’t need the tongs again. The man answered the right questions right and the catch questions right.


  “Call that National number,” he told her. “We have enough for a pick-up order on Hennessey.”


  She went to the hall and he heard the murmur of her voice at the phone.


  Only when she came back did he remember the crumpled ball of paper in his pocket. He smoothed it open and found that it was a past-due laundry bill.


  l


  It was a lovely ceremony on the lawn of the African Embassy in the crisp fall air. The African Home Secretary for Science, Leila al-Mekhtub Waziri Huyler-Ngomo (after the Latamer spy roundup she had been able to shed her ineffectual incognito) was a favorite target of the press photographers. She pinned the African Diamond Star, First Class, on Dr. Lev Sloane for courageous and selfless service to United Africa and made a little speech. Dr. Sloane spoke also, briefly, and concluded with the African salutation salaam aleikum, touching his brow, lips and breast with a graceful inclination of his head. The African guests were obviously moved by his sincerity, and the North American guests were obviously somewhat alarmed. Some of them murmured uneasily about Sloane’s recent practice of dipping into the Sayings of the Ma’di at odd moments.


  A lawn buffet followed, with couscous, Barbary sheep, antelope kebabs, plantain, scrambled ostrich eggs—two of them—curries in the style of the Durban Hindus and a rijstafel in the style of the Afrikanders.


  Sloane had tasted the rijstafel, and hidden behind a transplanted jujube bush when he saw the Home Secretary for Science coming that way.


  He saw her draw near and was about to come out when she too, simultaneously saw someone near and imperiously hailed him: “Mr. Kalamba! Come here if you please!”


  Mr. Kalamba, tall, young and worried-looking, did so.


  “Salaam,” he said nervously.


  “Mr. Kalamba, I’m very displeased with you. Strictly you are not under my direction, but you are science attache to the embassy and I feel that this gives me a right to speak. Frankly, it has become notorious that you are running around with young North American persons.”


  Mr. Kalamba mumbled something.


  “Tommyrot, my dear boy! You know perfectly well that I don’t refer to legitimate contacts in the way of embassy business. I refer to your drinking beer and eating hamburgers with youngsters from the Commerce department, and Agriculture, and such.”


  “They’re good chaps,” muttered Mr. Kalamba.


  “I dare say, but we must draw the line. Answer this question truthfully: would you want your sister to marry one?”


  Lev Sloane didn’t wait for Mr. Kalamba’s answer.


  Secret Invasion


  Walter Kubilius


  “I want you to study the Galani, son, and take part in interplanetary politics. Inevitably there will be a judgment-day in which one planet or the other must be destroyed. Be in a strong position on that day; but until it comes, reserve judgment!”


  THE STENCH of the rotting Galani corpse filled the air of the Interplanet Trust’s warehouse. Its sickening fumes half-blinded the Planetary Defense agents that were hurriedly assembled for the court-martial, “but James Gideon kept his spasmorod pressed against the Captain’s nervously-twitching back. His finger ached from the desire to press the trigger and kill the traitor. If spaceplane captains become Suspects, who could be trusted? Gideon’s mind whirled at the thought of the Martian Galani succeeding in their determination to conquer the Earth.


  “You may proceed,” Chief McDonough, tough master head of Planetary Defense, said.


  “I offer in evidence the customs declaration,” PD Agent Ridenour said, his voice ringing hollowly in the darkened warehouse. Gideon watched him, so that his eyes would not look at the green tentacles sprawled crazily on the floor where a brownish mass exuded from the pus-covered gash in the blackened, tree-like body.


  “It is signed,” Ridenour went on, “by the three spaceplane officials, the Captain and the First and Second Mates of the Interplanet Trust. Each of them had examined the crate marked ‘Medical Supplies’ and each must have known it was being used to smuggle a Galani to the Earth.”


  The Captain moistened his parched, frightened lips. Gideon, who held the spasmorod pressed against his back, could feel the man tremble. “I am guilty,” he said nervously, “only of gross negligence in not personally inspecting the cargo. I took the First Mate’s word for the crate’s contents and signed the declaration without thinking. In any event, I deny the jurisdiction of this court. A rockethangar and warehouse is no place for a trial; I demand counsel.”


  McDonough’s brows bent and he pointed an angry finger at the Captain.


  “There hasn’t been a. Martian on Earth since the end of the war in 2009, and that was about 250 years ago. This is the first case of a nearly-successful attempt to smuggle a Martian Galani through PD customsinspection. The fact that it almost succeeded indicates a serious weakness in Planetary Defense.”


  The Chief looked around him—at Gideon, Hastings, Ridenour, and the other PD Agents, as well as the two Mates and Captain. He added quietly, “There are traitors among us.”


  “I—I am innocent,” the Captain said, shaken by the knowledge that he was suspected of treason, and that either his First or Second Mates—probably both—were Suspects, in Martian pay. “I demand the truth serum.”


  “Request granted,” McDonough said, as Ridenour opened his PD kit, quickly, and took out the ready hypodermic. The Captain smiled weakly and rolled up his sleeves, while the First and Second Mates watched impassively. The dozen or so PD Agents, who had made the arrests when the spaceplane landed in the hangar, stepped forward curiously.


  That moment of negligence was enough.


  The First Mate stepped forward and locked his arm around the throat of the Agent in front of him; the spasmorod slipped from the Agent’s holster, and a series of needle-like shots ripped through the cavernous warehouse. The Captain fell forward, his throat slashed open. Gideon felt the warm blood splash against him.


  “A Suspect!” somebody screamed; “kill him!”


  Red force-lines leaped through the air, piercing through the First Mate and the Agent he held in front of him.


  “Idiots!” McDonough shouted, “use spasms! Take him alive!”


  Ridenour lay crumpled against the wall, stemming the blood that seeped from a shoulder wound. The Second Mate’s body was on the floor, a gaping mass where his forehead should be. A PD Agent, trusted aide of McDonough’s, stood by the body with a grin on his face and the hammer of the spasmorod cocked for full-explosion.


  “Too bad,” he said, raising the blaster to his own face; “we almost succeeded.” He pulled the trigger. The smashing blow splattered the warehouse with blood.


  Gideon turned his face away, struggling against an overwhelming sickness. His eyeglasses steamed, and he tore them away to look blindly at the scene about him. It was not the sight of the five dead bodies that made him pale, but the truth which was not painfully evident. After 250 years of espionage, the Galani had at last succeeded in turning loyal PD agents into betrayers of the Earth . . .


  “DEFEATED again,” McDonough said bitterly, knowing that truth-serum was useless when Suspects were quick to commit suicide. He turned to the remaining members of the PD court-martial.


  “Hastings, you prepare a faked report of a boiler explosion to account for the dead. James Gideon and Nick Ridenour will take over the investigation with full authority, and responsible only to me. Find out every contact these Suspects had in common. Track them down until we know how the Galani espionage system works. Go to Mars if necessary—but get results! Report to me in Washington. Court dismissed.”


  James Gideon, ostensibly a newsreporter for Telefax Screens, spent the next week tracking down the past activities of the three planetary-freight officers, and the two PD Agents who had turned traitor. Index cards, listing every known physical action of these Suspects were assembled and then put through the Cyberneticon.


  Gideon was faced with no easy task; but years of training had made him one of the select few Agents who were implicitly trusted by Chief McDonough. As a boy, Gideon had long been ashamed of the thick-rimmed glasses that nature had thrust upon him, but his father had been a wise man. “Never let anyone judge you by your eyes, or by any physical difference. It is the brain which matters—nothing else is important. Study! Study!”


  James Gideon studied, and it was his knowledge of Galani history which finally led him into the ranks of the PD—that semi-secret organization that guarded the Earth in its silent, never-ending, never-erupting tension-filled relations with the Galani of Mars.


  Over two centuries ago the Galani, a Martian species that was virtually immortal, was defeated after a long atomic war that neither side desired nor provoked. Instead of submitting peacefully to the terms of a lenient treaty, Galani resistance continued until Earth lost all hope of peaceful collaboration between the planets.


  The Treaty of 2009 provided for the dismantling of all Galani heavy industry and strict prohibition against inter-planetary travel. Planetary Defense, the intelligence arm of the Earth’s military forces during the war, continued to operate by keeping Galani activities under constant surveillance.


  For several decades, PD activity was limited to customs-bases on Mars; but later, surprising things began to occur. Despite the obvious hatred which the Galani seemed to feel for Earth, an unusually large number of Earthmen and Earthwomen conducted espionage on behalf of Mars and the Galani.


  “These “Suspects”, as the PD called Earthmen who sold out to the Galani—for money, or other reasons—were becoming a powerful threat; it was PD’s job to find these Suspects and the links which bound them to Mars.


  AFTER STUDYING the activity-tracings which the Cyberneticon made on the movements of the four dead Suspects, Gideon found the lead he was looking for.


  “The Captain was apparently innocent,” Gideon said, when he reported his findings to his immediate superior—Nick Ridenour—at the PD substation disguised as Ridenour’s apartment; “but the two Mates and traitor-Pds must have formed a single Suspect cell; the Cyberneticon shows their spatial-time tracks to meet on five different occasions.”


  “That doesn’t help any,” Ridenour said; “what we have to find is their contact with Mars. And—most important of all—how were they recruited?”


  “No children or close relatives who would be used as hostages,” Gideon said; “if they joined it must have been of their own free wills. There doesn’t seem to be any hold the Galani can get on them. However here’s a lead that might be their contact with Galani.”


  “Not more of us in the PD? Oh no!”


  “No,” Gideon said; “McDonough has ordered truth-serum for the whole corps; that should clean the traitors out. Each of the Suspects was a patient of an Earth-doctor, Dr. S. T. Fellbank.”


  “Coincidence?”


  “Not when free medical service is available through PD, and there is a good doctor on every rocket.”


  “Fellbank, Fellbank,” Ridenour mused; “just a minute while I check the files.” He switched on the Microcard Index, a series of screens immediately lighting up on his desk. He scrawled the name on a piece of paper, inserted it in a slot; in Washington, three hundred miles away, the complete files of PD, photographically scanned by telebeams, flashed across the screens on Ridenour’s desk. Fie stopped the flow, snapped the “Copy” button and a photostatic duplicate of the dossier inched out of a slot. He tore it off the roll, skimmed through it and passed it on to Gideon.


  “Read that last paragraph,” he said sourly.


  
    The greatest threat to civilization is the human race. What does an objective study of our history show? In the 275 years of interplanetary travel, we have completely destroyed seven distinct species in aggressive war on Venus, and two on Jupiter. What is even more horrible is our record on Mars. Not only did we hell-bomb a peace-loving people in 2007, but we have virtually enslaved the greatest race the universe has ever known—the Martian Galani.


    Excerpt from speech delivered by Dr. S.T. Fellbank at the Society for the Defense of Martian Culture. January 9, 2257

  


  James Gideon fingered his spectacles as he read the report. “A Suspect, definitely; he’s our man.”


  “He’s your man,” Ridenour corrected. “I’m assigning Hastings to help you; find all you can about him. Incidentally, have you ever been to Mars?”


  “Definitely not. and you couldn’t drag me there. My health is good and I wouldn’t care to have those Galani doctors go over me. despite the miracles they’ve done.”


  “Well, when you contact Fellbank, your orders are to go to Mars.”


  “Now, Nick, have a heart!”


  “That’s orders, Gideon. As a Telefax reporter, you may get leads which PD Agent Munnheim—operating at Deimosport—has been unable to find. When you get there, look into this matter of disappearing Galani. Munnheim reports that there’s a suspiciously big increase in the accidental-death rate. These eight-foot monsters are practically immortal; when they start dying off, there’s something wrong. It might be a hidden civil war between an aggressive, vengeance-minded group and a more intelligent segment which realizes that war between the planets would mean the destruction of one or the other. Latest disappearance is that military writer Sko—So—what’s his name.”


  “Scho-La-Nui?”


  “Right. He’s about a thousand years old. I guess. He’s the author of that military classic Enemy Infiltration, now being used as a textbook by PD. Find out if he’s been murdered, or smuggled to Earth.”


  Gideon looked at him sarcastically. “You wouldn’t have something else I could do—in my spare time?”
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  IN HIS ROLE as Telefax reporter. Gideon made an appointment to see Dr. Fellbank for an article on Galani surgical techniques being made suitable for use by Earth doctors. Fellbank was cooperative, and Gideon found it hard to believe that this mild-mannered physician was a Suspect—a traitor to his planet. Surely, Fellbank was intelligent enough to see through the hypocrisy of Galani propaganda. There was a possibility that he was operating as a Suspect against his will. A truth serum test was impractical, but Gideon hoped that the radio-jammer hidden in his briefcase would indicate electronic-wave thought-control. When the interview was over, Gideon turned the conversation to a discussion of general Galani medical skills.


  “Would the Galani be able to handle advanced myopia cases?” he asked. “My vision is 20/900. It’s not that I mind wearing glasses—but in my Telefax work, it’s a terrific nuisance.”


  “The operation,” Dr. Fellbank said, “is absurdly simple for a Martian. Microscopic tentacles are inserted through the eye-apertures; the muscles around the eyeball are tightened so that the eyeball is shortened, bringing the retina nearer to the lens. I have examined dozens of such cases and all have been successful. Of course, the operation is impossible for an Earth surgeon, who must use instruments.”


  “Would it be possible for me to go to Mars for such treatment? I have tried contact-lenses, but I can’t get used to them.”


  Fellbank shook his head as if surprised at Gideon’s naivete, “There’s a waiting list, two years long, of Earthmen seeking admission to Galani hospitals. They’re very selective on Mars and usually operate only on influential and highly-placed people.”


  “I’d be willing to pay the added expenses in order to get treatment earlier.”


  Dr. Fellbank ignored the subtle bribe. “I’ll pass your name on to the Admissions Committee on Mars, headed by my former professor, Mel-El-Aben, but I doubt if it will do you any good. Good-day, sir.”


  ON HIS WAY back to the office, following the interview, Gideon paused at the Ninth Incline, waiting for the express. A group of school-girls cluttered around him as they waited for the Sidewalk to stop. When he climbed on and walked towards a seat, the substitute briefcase was already in position for him; the two were swiftly exchanged, and he went on his way. The original case, containing the radio-jammer and other equipment, would be taken to a PD lab, and Gideon would have the report delivered to him at the next PD sub-station.


  There was still the problem of getting a blood-specimen on Dr. Fellbank; one had to consider the possibility of drugs. Gideon did not dare risk a court-order, requesting a complete checkup on Dr. Fellbank’s medical-identity card. He would be alarmed, and his contacts warned—or he might end as a suicide, taking, his secrets with him.


  Towards noon, Gideon came to a Music Center and approached one of the uniformed attendants.


  “Do you have the latest color-sensory symphony by Quinxon?”


  “Saturn Dreams?”


  “I’m not quite sure, but I think it is expressed algebraically.”


  “Of course,” the attendant smiled, “M.C. Square. This way, please.”


  He led him to one of the many booths that lined the wall of the Center. Inside, where the sensory symphonies were induced by drugs, Gideon and Hastings sat down.


  “Fellbank was a cold fish,” Gideon said; “he didn’t bite at my offer of a bribe to get me to Mars. Got any reports on his background?”


  “Not much that PD files don’t already have.” Hastings said, dropping the guise of a sensory-image guider. “He visited Mars in 2243 as an Oppenheimer scholar. Spent six months at the University, where he studied under Mel-El-Aben. His closest Martian friend—strangely enough—turned out to be the Martian general, Scho-La-Nui.”


  “One of the Galani on our ‘missing list’. Evidently Dr. Fellbank became a Suspect on Mars quite rapidly. What more?”


  “After returning to Earth, he practiced internal medicine at State Hospital here. In three years he became State’s finest physician, with a terrifically big private practice among Upper-Upper-Class people; he takes in pretty sizeable fees.”


  “Just a bright boy out to make good, huh? Any indication that he may be paid regularly by the Galani?”


  “None whatever; that’s the tough nut to crack. No vices; no hobbies; no interest in anything but his work. Never known to gamble. Frugal taste. Lives in a cheap four room apartment.”


  “With his prestige and position, he could afford the best. Is he a miser?”


  “I had recordings of all his personal and telephonic conversations psychoed by the cybernetic staff. Fellbank’s quite normal outside a fanatic devotion to the Galani cause—as if he were a Galani himself.”


  “Yet, he’s obviously not,” Gideon said, perplexed by the paradox of an Earthman acting and thinking as if he were a tentacled Galani with a treelike body eight feet high, and possessing a cellular-construction utterly alien to any species ever evolved on Earth.


  “He has one bank-account with 4,000 bilars,” Hastings went on; “his salary is 2,000 a year and private practice nets him anywhere from 12 to 50,000 a year.”


  “What does he do with it? He has no big expenses whatever, unless the money is used to finance whatever Suspect cells are under his supervision.”


  A green light flashed in the small room. Hastings turned on the screen and Ridenour’s face appeared. “The report on your trip to Fellbank has just come through,” he said. “The equipment in your briefcase showed no indication whatever of electronic thought-control. No evidence of drugging, if examination of air exhaled from his lungs means anything.”


  “What about blood?” Gideon asked.


  Ridenour nodded. “We got a sample by faking a small accident. Completely normal; no drugs. Apparently Fellbank is a Suspect of his own free will. But wait a minute—there’s an added notation on the report saying that the blood-sample showed an unusually high oxygen-content. No significance, though.”


  “Okay,” Gideon said, sighing. He took off his glasses, and rubbed his eyes. “If the Galani can talk a man like Fellbank into betraying his planet, I think it’s high time we swept the whole place clean. There must be 20 or 30 rocket-ports all set to do the job.”


  Ridenour scowled. “Project Victory is highly secret. Keep that big mouth of yours closed; if the Galani ever get information on the location of the rocket-platforms, and the central control-room, they’ll move the universe in order to sabotage them. Sign off.”


  “Sign off.”


  The screens cleared as Gideon and Hastings bent over the mass of reports, trying to trace the Galani network on Earth. It was a heartbreaking task for it meant looking for traitors among humans who seemingly had no reason whatever to betray their world. Gideon, in particular, found it hard to understand why Earthmen turned Suspect—despite the many years he had spent studying Galani history and psychology. The tentacled tree-men of Mars had always fascinated him. Perhaps this was the influence of his father, Tom Gideon, who was a spaceman at heart, though he never left the Earth’s surface.


  James Gideon was born and bred in an atmosphere impregnated with Galani themes. “Reserve judgment on the Martian planet” his father had told him when James was still a boy, “Z want you to study the Galani, and take part in interplanetary politics. Inevitably there will be a judgment-day in which one planet or the other must be destroyed. Be in a strong position on that day; but until it comes, reserve judgment!”


  He had kept part of his father’s plans for him. He had gravitated towards Planetary Defense, and rose high in its councils. In one thing alone did he fail old Tom; he did not reserve judgment. Familiarity with information gathered by PD convinced him that the Galani were merciless monsters, fanatically dedicated to the future annihilation of the human race. How could old Tom have failed to realize that? He shuddered at the implications . . .


  DR. FELLBANK televised him on the following evening at his home.


  “You’ve been quite lucky,” the doctor said when his image cleared on the screen. “One of my patients suffered an accident which will make it impossible for her to leave the planet. She had a reservation on the next rocket, and it’s yours if you want it.”


  Gideon tried to appear hesitant. “I . . . think I can get a substitute to fill in my desk at Telefax. When is the flight?”


  “The rocket is scheduled for tomorrow. You will have to buy your ticket through the port-agency which holds the cancellation. I am afraid they will ask for a premium.”


  Fellbank stated the price, and it was quite high. It represented all of Gideon’s savings in the bank under his working-name; apparently Fellbank’s espionage-unit was in top form.


  “You can earn it back,” Fellbank said, “by writing some scripts on Galani surgery. I will give you a letter of introduction to Mel-El-Aben, one of the most famous Martian medics.”


  It was an unexpected prize. Galani surgeons kept to themselves, and a world which virtually worshipped their medical skill would be grateful for information on their working methods. Apparently, Dr. Fellbank was quite anxious for Gideon to go to Mars. On a hunch, when the connection broke, Gideon televised Hastings and had him check the fate of the woman whose place he was to take.


  “It was an accident, all right,” Hastings said when the PD agent reports trickled in; “she was pushed in front of a truck by an unidentified Earthman. The ticket automatically passed on to the next person on the waiting list, but was suddenly withdrawn on instructions from Mars itself.”


  “Thanks,” Gideon said hollowly. They all seem quite anxious to get me to Mars, he thought. He ’vised Ridenour to report, but his superior was already aware of the decision.


  “You are to appear immediately for a truth serum-test.”


  Gideon resented the implication. “Why?”


  Ridenour coldly flashed a report on the screen. “This is a transcript of a teleradio report direct from Mel-El-Aben on Mars to Dr. Fellbank:


  
    . . . as for the eye operation on James Gideon, it will be a simple matter. Expedite affairs so that he comes here as quickly as possible. I knew his father quite well. In time James Gideon will be one of us.

  


  The transcript was whipped away and Ridenour’s angry face was on the screen again. “PD agents will pick you up,” he said: “if you are a Suspect, and manage to survive the truthserum, I’ll take personal pleasure in killing you.”


  “BUT LISTEN, Nick,” Gideon shouted as the screen faded away. PD agents were already at the door when he left the apartment. They stood on each side of him, paralyzers ready, and escorted him to the Sidewalk Express. The suddenness of the accusation had stunned him. Not that Ridenour lacked reason; the ease with which Fellbank secured rocket-passage was suspicious in itself. The meaning of Mel-El-Aben’s instructions to Fellbank tugged at his mind, as if some forgotten memory were trying to assert itself.


  “I knew his father quite well . . .” the Galani words said; yet, that was a manifest impossibility—Tom Gideon had never left Earth, and to the best of his knowledge Mel-El-Aben had never left Mars. True, Gideon’s father had once worked as a minor official in one of the rocket-ports built as possible bases for hell-bombers. If the Galani had established Suspect-cells on Earth some decades ago, it was conceivably possible that Mel-El-Aben had been smuggled to Earth and had ‘converted’ Gideon’s father—if such conversion were possible.


  But most disconcerting was the blunt statement, “In time, James Gideon will be one of us,”


  When they reached the PD sub-station in Ridenour’s apartment, Gideon accepted the truth-serum hypo with a mixture of fear and eagerness. If, subconsciously, he had been “converted”—either by hypnotism or electronic thought-control—the serum would uncover the subterfuge.


  Drugged, half-aware of the questions that Ridenour hurled at him, Gideon spoke mechanically, and without any effort at evasion. Name? Age? Political beliefs? Your opinion on the Treaty of 2009? Are you a Suspect? Have you disobeyed any PD orders? When? Why? What were the circumstances? In the event of war, what would you do? Why? Why? Why?


  l


  When he came out of the drug’s control the relaxed faces of Ridenour and the two PD agents near him, assured Gideon that all was well.


  “No doubts,” Ridenour said, suddenly relaxed as if he had undergone a great strata, “No evasions, and no doubts. You’re as sound as McDonough himself.”


  “But the transcript of Mel-El-Aben’s instructions?” Gideon asked.


  “Apparently a plant, to cast suspicion upon you. The Galani must know that you are a PD agent and that we have tapped all of Fellbank’s wires, screens, and radios. There’s a slip up somewhere—perhaps in PD itself. I just checked them myself with this serum,” he said, noticing the two agents in the room, “and they’ve checked me. We’re all loyal, praise the skies.”


  “What about the trip to Mars?”


  “Go through with it; maybe you can bluff your way. I’ll give you truthserum equipment to use on Munnheim and our other agents there. The stuff is now foolproof; at last we’ve hit on an infallible system to uncover Suspects. Unfortunately, they’re too strong now and have incensed public opinion against its general use. But that doesn’t prevent us from using it ourselves.”


  Gideon’s mind was on the dangerous mission to Mars. If the Galani knew that he was PD, and that their attempt to incriminate him had failed, he could not expect to accomplish much. Worse yet, he would be placing his life in their hands if he underwent the eye-operation. As if sensing his line of thought, Ridenour said, “Use your own judgment regarding the eye operation. You can return to Earth whenever you choose. While you’re in Mars, report directly to Chief McDonough. He has all the records, having taken a personal interest in the Galani threat—did I tell you, by the way, that one of his ancestors was tortured to death by Mel-El-Aben himself? Praise the skies, I’ll be on a much-needed vacation in the meantime—unless Project Victory breaks and we blow up the whole damn red planet.”
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  MARS WAS visible in the skies when Gideon arrived on the following night at the Taos launching platforms. When the guards filled out his passport, they automatically wrote in the word “Therapy” after the query, Purpose of visit?”


  Commercial and diplomatic travelers were rare; most affairs could be handled by teleradio. Since the treaty forbid the admission of Galani to Earth, the rockets were usually filled only with the sick and aged who sought the expensive services of Martian physicians and surgeons. The fact that from five to fifteen percent of the rockets failed to get through to Mars—blowing up or disappearing mysteriously in space—did not deter the long-waiting-lines of Earthmen and women whose only hope for life and health lay in the miraculous tentacles of Galani surgeons, who had perfected their techniques after thousands of years of practice. Who would undergo a knife in an old man’s clumsy hands when practiced tentacles, each a microscopic mind in itself, could heal painlessly and effectively?


  Gideon mingled in the waiting-room with the other hopefuls, all drawn to Mars by the lure of quick and easy surgery. He glanced at the passengerlisting, amazed at the indication that most patients were chosen from the ranks of the rich or famous. Heading the list was Senator Burbank, a violent Galaniphobe, whose speeches in the Senate had long denounced any attempts to alleviate the conditions of the 2009 Treaty. Gideon approached him on the pretext of an interview for Telefax.


  “No one is second to me,” Burbank said—his face and words recorded in the Telefax receiver carried in Gideon’s pocket—“in my regard for Galani skill. The very fact that I go to seek their aid for an unfortunate kidneycomplication, and cardiac troubles which Earth doctors have been unable to correct, is proof of my faith in their genius. But this does not alter my determination that not one sentence of the Treaty of 2009 be changed. Two great cultures cannot exist side-by-side on the same planet; eventually there would be a clash of wills—the opinions of many misguided Earthmen (commonly called Suspects) to the contrary. I am unalterably opposed to any weakening of the barriers between the two worlds.”


  His words were broken off by the barked orders to take seats on the rocket. The men and women herded into the aisle were the usual assortment of patients bound for Martial hospitals. Here was a young man with blue lips, patently a cardiac case. Seated about him in the padded compartments were nephritics, tuberculars, cancerites, ulcer-ridden men and scarred radiation-workers, all seeking aid.


  Virtually every one would return to Earth with bodies cleansed of disease. Gratitude alone, the PD Agent decided, could account for the growing number of Suspects.


  “Strictly off the record, Senator,” Gideon said after the acceleration of the launched Mars-bound rocket had lessened, “what do you think of the Suspects?”


  The Senator’s face hardened. “Traitors who should be shot. Let me tell you something, young man; they are growing increasingly powerful. A good one-tenth of the Senate is composed of Galani partisans, and before long their demands for Treaty-revision in favor of Mars will be met.”


  “Any idea what makes them that way?”


  The Senator was puzzled. “I just don’t know—and it worries me. I used to think it was misguided idealism, of the sort that once favored anti-vivisection legislation. But the Galani make no secret of their intention to destroy the Earth, when and if they get the chance. What motive can the Suspects have to aid the would-be destroyers of their own world? It is beyond understanding; perhaps a fresh mind like yours can solve this baffling riddle?”


  ON ARRIVAL at Deimosport, Gideon registered at Skyway’s Hotel. Its ornate entrance bore the words which the Galani deeply resented: “For Earthmen Only.” Its lobby was the crossroads for interplanetary routes that stretched from Venus to Jupiter. Import-export officials consular representatives; planet-hopping vacationists, and cure-seekers filled its halls, their merriment ringing everywhere. A peculiar gaiety filled the Hotel. Most of it came by deliriously-happy Earthlings, cured of lingering diseases, awaiting transport home. Underlying it, however, was a deep-seated understanding that all of them were living on a planet which would be blasted to nothing, the moment Earth-Galani relationships were stretched to the breaking point. Project Victory, in which guided hell-bombs were already prepared in launching ports on Earth, was no secret to the men and women in Skyways Hotel.


  PD Agent Munnheim, a commercial code-clerk at the Import-Export Bank, contacted Gideon in the Andromeda Lounge, where sensory-image perfume filled the air, evoking subtle sensations of the artificial Venusian luxury-world. They sat in a corner of the bar where opaque light-walls shielded them from observation. They exchanged credentials and a superficial truth-serum injection, whose effect lasted long enough to check PD loyalty.


  “For the world’s sake,” the ruddy Munnheim said, “get McDonough to send a few shiploads of the serum. The planet is loaded with Suspects. They’ve infiltrated into every agency and office in Deimosport. I can’t trust my own Agents here. Some of my closest friends have been holding secret meetings with Galani warriors. About one fifth of the PD agents here are known Suspects, and Galani sympathizers. How many of the other four-fifths are loyal to Earth, I don’t know—at times I am afraid of finding out.”


  Gideon asked the question which still baffled them all. “What makes traitors out of them?”


  “Drugs,” Munnheim said flatly; “every known Suspect has, at one time or another, been in close, personal contact with a Galani physician. Something is done to them which changes their conception of right and wrong, wipes out a lifetime of loyalty to Earth, and replaces that loyalty with devotion to the Galani and their ambition to destroy our world.”


  Gideon shook his head. “We’ve repeatedly examined Suspects. There’s no trace of any drug in their blood, bodies, or air.”


  “But there is a difference,” Munnheim broke in, quickly; “the blood of Suspects has an abnormally-high percentage of oxygen. I’ve studied the reports; It’s true also in the case of Dr. Fellbank, which you followed.”


  “It has no significance that our doctors can find.”


  Gideon recalled medical experiments on Earth, in which PD physicians tried to duplicate the blood-content of Suspects in an effort to discover the significance of the oxygen-rate; there was none.


  “But it must be in medical treatment,” Munnheim said, pressing his point—“else why have the Galani refused to permit Earthmen to watch their surgical operations?”


  “They have permitted it. Hundreds of Earth-doctors have watched and studied such operations.”


  “Non-Suspect doctors?”


  GIDEON stopped suddenly, as if trying to draw up some underlying thought in his subconscious. Munnheim’s suspicions were correct. Dr. Fellbank had witnessed many operations—but he was a Suspect. If Suspects were produced medically, then obviously only Suspect-doctors would be permitted to become familiar enough with Galani techniques to understand the process. It followed, then, that the whole membership of the medical profession which ever studied on Mars, was Suspect. It explained, also, why the Galani never permitted Telefax camera-recording of major operations. Permission was freely granted for a few decades, following the Treaty of 2009—and then gradually withdrawn until it could not be secured at all.


  “It’s in their surgery!” Gideon said, elated at the discovery of a lead which might explain the strange hold the Galani held over its Suspects. “If we can secure a camera-recording of an operation performed on a non-Suspect we might get the secret. The record, studied by loyal PD physicians, might indicate the means.”


  “There’ll be some stink,” Munnheim said, captured by Gideon’s enthusiasm, “but it’s worth the risk. Maybe they install some sort of thoughtcontrol radio which defies our jammers. If so, a photographic-record of the operation might indicate how it’s done. There’s still enough serum to test a few of the PDs here. If they’re loyal, I’ll arrange to plant ourselves with a camera in one of the operating-rooms; we’ll get the evidence!”


  The evidence, Gideon thought ruefully, will provoke war if it is found that the Galani are forcing Earthmen and women to turn traitor against their will.


  In that case, he would feel no compunctions in urging Project Victory. The Martian Galani would be destroyed, but the future of the human race would be saved. To his own surprise he felt a wave of secret admiration at the skill and persistence of the tree-like Galani, waging their hopeless cold war against the Earth. They knew they would be destroyed the moment Earth discovered what was being done; but still they fought back by secret infiltration into Earthling’s loyalty. If there actually was such a secret invasion, made possible by Galani medical skills, Mars would be annihilated.
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  It was several days before Munnheim was able to arrange for the secret observation of a case of Galani surgery. Blueprints of the Galani hospital, open only to patients and sympathetic Earth-physicians, who had passed a screening board, had to be secured. Tapping of teleradios, wires, and management-offices produced the schedule of operations; the names of the patients and doctors; and the rooms in which the operations would be held.


  Gideon ran his finger down the list. “There’s our man,” he said suddenly. “Senator Burbank is due for heart and kidney surgery. He’s been on record for many years as being steadfastly opposed to any revision of the Treaty of 2009. If he turns Suspect, the Galani will have won a powerful ally; millions of people would say that if Burbank is in favor of admitting Galani to Earth, then it must be all right.”


  “You figure the surgeons will try to make a Suspect out of him?”


  “There couldn’t be a better ally for them. The operating surgeon is listed as Mel-El-Aben; he’s Dr. Fellbank’s immediate superior in the Suspect espionage-group.”


  Gideon remembered the transcript of Mel-El-Aben’s instructions to Dr. Fellbank. “Z knew his father quite well. In time James Gideon will be one of us.” Of course, it was a countermove to discredit him in the eyes of the PD—but a doubt still lingered in his mind. What if the words had more meaning than he thought? Coldness swept up within him and clammy fingers encircled his heart; a pain began to beat in his head. He shook the feeling away. Of course they would try to make a Suspect out of him—but he knew that he would never undergo any Galani surgery. Thick eyeglasses or not, he preferred freedom with myopic eyes, than good sight as a Galani suspect-slave.


  The momentary feeling of panic eased away, as he and Munnheim made their final plans to secretly observe Galani surgery in action.
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  ON THE NIGHT before Burbank’s scheduled operation, Gideon and Munnheim entered the hospital through the fuel-chambers. For several hours they waited, cramped in a packing-case, until the guardschedule permitted them to reach the third floor without observation. The individual rooms were filled with Earthling patients, but the main-offices, and all the help were staffed by Martian Galani. Their giant treelike figures rolled eerily down the hospital-hallways, casting quivering shadows.


  Once in the operating-room, they set up camera and rope-guards in the shaftways used for the disposal of laundry. It was an uncomfortable position, hanging on a rope with loaded camera perched precariously on shoulders. “It’ll be safe enough,” Munnheim said, “unless one of the Galani decides to look down this shaft.”


  The circular doorway of the laundry shaft swung open slightly, so the camera lens could emerge. Gideon could see nothing but the hall doorway opposite them, and a crescent of space that would be occupied by the surgeon and patient.


  At noon, the red doors swung open and Mel-El-Aben, Galani Surgeon, First Grade, rolled in.


  Gideon had seen many Martians, but each sight was virtually a new shock. Aben was monstrously tall and heavy. The main trunk of his body, some eight feet high, resembled a blasted, ivy-colored, deformed oak-tree. Green tentacles emerging from two main branches, hung over him like blossoming foliage.


  Millions of years in a constantly-changing environment had produced this complicated species, which embodied features of both plant and animal life. In the struggle for survival on a hostile world, the life-expectancy of the individual Galani had been tremendously increased—but at a frightful cost. Though the life-span had reached as high as 700 years, the Galani had their Achilles-heel in the declining birthrate. Simple creatures reproduced without difficulty, but the incredible complexity of the Galani structure made the newborn deathrate a source of terror.


  For several hundred thousand years, the Galani had known they were a doomed race; their entire science had been concentrated upon medicine, biology, surgery, and the other physical fields of knowledge in an effort to find an answer. In addition, racial memory, whereby each individual Galani held the instincts, thoughts, and aspirations of his ancestors, made the future fate of the species a highly personal tragedy to each Martian Galani.


  The operating-chamber, red throughout as if to complement the green tentacles, had no furniture but a concave, diagonal chair upon which the pillaring form of Mel-El-Aben leaned. The patient, Senator Burbank, was wheeled in on a pink stretcher by another Galani and set before Aben. The second Galani left and Mel-El-Aben remained alone with the quietly-breathing, but unconscious, Senator Burbank.


  Gideon shifted the camera lens so it would be directed at the Senator’s chest. “Hypnotic suggestion,” Munnheim whispered. “All anesthesia is strictly local. I understand that the Galani manufactures it himself in his own brown-blood vessels.”


  ABEN’S TWO tentacles rested upon the bare chest. The green branching appendages divided into two, then, four, eight, and sixteen parts, dividing again and again until a gossamer filament seemed to envelope the Senator. Each of the microscopic needles was like a living, intelligent pin-point knife, able to push through tissue, curving and wending through bone and muscle. In a few minutes the Senator’s chest was infiltrated with several hundred spidery threads, each one under the absolute precision-control of Mel-El-Aben’s brain. They severed nerve, anesthesized, seared, and healed with such infinite care that virtually no-one died of internal hemorrhage.


  Gideon’s camera ground away silently, taking pictures of the operation that would be studied with minute care by PD. The outer technique was obvious, but nothing could record what those miracle-working tentacles were doing under the skin. The Galani produced drugs from his own body and there was no way in which the camera could record the process. Within an hour surgical treatment of the heart was over; the Senator was then rolled over on his back, a portion of the tentacles removed and then placed over the small of his back. This was the kidney-operation. As yet, Mel-El-Aben had made no move in which a thoughtcontrol device could conceivably be planted in the Senator’s body. When Aben’s tentacles were lifted from the body there were no marks but a slight bluish discoloration; the quiet, measured breathing of the Senator continued.


  “He hasn’t done a thing which would affect the Senator’s will-power or character,” Gideon whispered to Munnheim as he twisted about for a better hold on the rope. “Maybe we made a mistake in thinking that hypnotism has been ruled out; there seems to be no answer, surgically.”


  The door of the operating-room opened again, but instead of one Galani who should come to remove the patient, several green-enveloped Martians entered. They filled the room quickly; their bodies, pressed upon the laundry-chute door, slamming it shut. Munnheim cursed softly, but Gideon shushed him for the muffled sounds of the Galani could be heard.


  “O mighty Mel-El-Aben,” a husky, grating voice, made by the rasping of two tentacles rubbing against each other, cut through the air in Martial Galani syllables. Munnheim, his mouth held toward Gideon’s ear, quickly translated, “Surgeon without equal, and devoted patriot, is this worthless carrion alive?”


  “The Senator from the putrid third planet,” Mel-El-Aben’s voice answered, “is well; his body is healthy, and no damage has been done.”


  “General Scho-La-Nui, now serving our species on Earth, reports that this Burbank holds a strategic post in the Senate; we have need of Earthmen in his position.”


  “It shall be done, my friends. Let the operation proceed.”


  The Galani were now silent, nor could their actions be seen by the two Earthmen hiding in the chute. Gideon waited impatiently, hoping that one of the brown bodies with green tentacles would move so that he could photograph the operation. When at last they did leave, several hours later, nothing could be seen but a hasty shifting to the doors as the Galani rolled away from the scene of the operation. Burbank’s body was gone. At night Gideon and Munnheim crawled out of the storage-room and escaped safely to town, angry at their failure to discover the means by which Earthmen became Suspects.


  That such means existed was now beyond doubt.


  ON THE following day Gideon scanned the current issue of the facsimile Deimosport News on his desk. Munnheim ruefully pointed to a lead article.


  
    Scho-La-Nui, noted War Veteran killed in rocket crash. Nineteen Galani, including General Scho-La-Nui, whose military exploits during the late war earned him immortality in the hearts of the Galani, were killed in a rocket-crash in Revenge Desert yesterday noon. All bodies were burned beyond recognition. Intimations that Planetary Defense agents—Earth’s terroristic organization—were responsible for the crash, have been stoutly denied by Earth-authorities. Several motors were tampered with, investigators declare . . .

  


  Gideon angrily crumpled the facsimile and flung it away. “A set of deliberate lies,” he said, “to stir up hatred against Earth. What was it the Galani said in the operating room? General Scho-La-Nui, now serving on Earth? Evidently the crash was deliberately caused by the Galani to throw off suspicion regarding Scho-La-Nui’s activities and location. If we think he’s dead, the PD won’t search for him on Earth.”


  Munnheim read the passenger-listing. “Nineteen dead,” he said, “and fifteen of them were war veterans formerly involved in information-work—or espionage, as we call it.”


  “They’ve all been smuggled to Earth,” Gideon said, “and a mass of dead Galani bodies put on the rocket and destroyed. Try to get our own PD agents there—though I’m certain not a single body will be identified.”


  The telescreen glimmered on the table and Gideon turned on the switch. The face of an attache in Earth’s consulate office swirled on the screen. Munnheim backed away to be out of the field of vision.


  “The Galani Government,” the attache announced, “has formally asked us to recall all PD agents on Mars, on the grounds that their activities constitute a menace to Earth-Mars relationships.”


  “My name is on the list, of course,” Gideon said.


  The attache, a loyal PD, shook his head. “No. Funny thing is that the whole Earth-colony here knows you are PD. It’s impossible that the Galani are unaware of the fact, yet you are not listed. Do you want a copy of the diplomatic letter?”


  “Put the name-list on the screen.”


  Munnheim, having recognized the voice of the speaker, leaned forward with Gideon to study the listing of PD agents requested to leave Mars. All of them were loyal, and none had ever undergone treatment in Galani hospitals. PD agents, the Galani charge read, acted as brutal conquerors in an occupied country. Their continued presence could be regarded as an unfriendly act, contrary to the spirit of the Treaty of 2009.


  “The diplomatic maneuver,” Gideon said, when the attache’s copy of the request cleared from the screen, “will force a showdown in the Senate. Apparently they have become quite confident that enough Suspects in the Senate will vote in their favor. I think I’d better go back to Earth before the big blow-up—but first I’ll have a word with Senator Burbank.”


  THE INTERVIEW was easily arranged, on visitors’ day in the hospital. One of the Galani led him to the bedside where the pale Senator greeted him.


  “Just feeling tired,” he said, “but apart from that I’m perfectly fine. These Galani doctors can perform miracles.”


  “I’m glad to hear that, Senator; when will you return to Earth?”


  “As soon as they permit me—which will be in a week or so, I imagine. I am anxious to get back to the Senate in view of the critical Earth-Mars diplomatic relations.”


  “Are you referring, Senator, to the Galani request that PD agents be recalled to Earth?”


  “‘Yes. The record of Planetary Defense is a foul one. Our agents, instead, of representing the best that Earth can offer, have been recruited from criminals, perverts, and other debased character groups. They have amassed great wealth tor themselves by abusing their positions of trust. Through them we have insulted and abused a great people, the Galani, Young man,” he said, pointing a finger at Gideon, “when you return to Earth you may quote every word I say to Telefax; and what is more, I will give you an unquestionable scoop.”


  He leaned back with a satisfied smile on his face. Gideon felt cold, remembering some ancient proverb that said if you must tell lies, tell gigantic ones. Gideon knew the work of the PD, having read the Martian agents’ reports. The Senator’s outburst was sheer fabrication.


  “What is this scoop, Senator?”


  “Having met the Galani, and having studied conditions here first-hand, I have reconsidered my stand on the Treaty of 2009. I am in favor of immediate revision, and I hope that all my many friends in the Senate will vote with me for the abrogation of all limits upon trade and immigration between our two great planets.”


  Gideon thanked him and after a few more words, walked away with a pain that clutched at his mind.


  Senator Burbank was now a traitor-Suspect.


  A Galani nurse, evidently a female—the trunk was shorter, and the tentacles brighter in color—met him in the corridor, “Please enter this doorway,” she said, her tentacles slurring the unfamiliar English words, “o mighty, noble news-correspondent of Telefax, this doorway please.”


  He entered a small, bare room—empty but for the massive figure of a brown-and-green Galani who stood in its center.


  He whirled the sound-producing tentacles. “I am Mel-El-Aben.”


  “It is an honor,” Gideon answered, “to meet the surgeon, whose skill is renowned throughout the solar system. This poor, unimportant . . .”


  “Dispense with the formalities,” Mel-El-Aben’s voice said sharply; “between us, there need be no hypocrisy.”


  THE GALANI’S tentacles, twitched as if with great emotion. It was said that their feelings could be read in the changing tints of their tentacles, but Gideon found no clue to the meaning of this strange meeting. It was best to be silent.


  “You have delayed submitting to surgery. Why?”


  “I have reconsidered,” Gideon said? “wearing thick lens glasses is not such a handicap.”


  “You do not trust us. You think perhaps that we will kill you on the operating table, because we know you are a highly-placed agent in Planetary Defense’s espionage-corps.”


  “The surgeon is mistaken.”


  “Mel-EI-Aben makes no mistake. In any event, the operation will not be performed. In its place we have other treatment planned. It may interest you to know that all reports sent to McDonough in Washington have been intercepted by us. In their place we have sent your conclusions that the Suspect-organization on Earth will be abandoned the moment the Senate votes for treaty revision. We have also included your considered opinion that peace with the Galani is not only possible, but quite essential, and that self-seeking PD agents in the past have sent false reports. Since we know what your actual opinions are at the moment, you realize that we cannot permit you or Munnheim to return to Earth.”


  Gideon turned abruptly and ran to the door, intent on escape. A jab of pain shot through his shoulder, twisting him about so that he could see the raised Galani tentacle plunged like a needle in him. He grasped the wiry branch and pulled. His whole body was wrenched from within.


  “Fool,” Mel-El-Aben said, “I can kill you by producing poison at the tip, but a strong sedative will serve the purpose as well.”


  Gideon lunged, kicking at the brown mass, hoping to free himself. Mel-El-Aben reeled back, but the tentacle held. A numbness grew in Gideon’s back; with his fists, he hammered at Mel-El-Aben’s body and felt a weakness grow in his arms. The world blackened but before unconsciousness swept over him he dimly heard the door bust open and the loud report of paralyzer-guns rip through the suffocating air.
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  HE AWOKE to see Munnheim’s anxious face hovering over him. There was the jab of a hypo-needle, and his mind suddenly cleared. They were in a copse of reddish trees; in the distance could be seen the vague outlines of the hospital.


  “I followed you,” Munnheim said, “and entered the hospital on the pretext of visiting another patient. When I saw you enter the small room, I simply listened at the door.”


  Gideon shook his head, clearing away the last traces of Aben’s drug. “They’ve framed the whole PD,” he said, “made us appear like devils, faked our reports to Washington, and misled headquarters as to the true state of affairs here.”


  “I should have killed him instead of using a paralyzer,” Munnheim said, helping Gideon to his wobbly feet. “No one saw me drag you out, but when Mel-El-Aben comes to within the hour there will be a dragnet put out for you.”


  They crawled through the bushes, away from the hospital and in the general direction of tile Hotel and the launching-port. They hid behind some abandoned rest-cottages as a busload of Earth patients-rode out from the hospital to the Earth-bound rocket. They watched the red dust settle and then walked on the road.


  “Passports for the patients,” Gideon said, “have all been cleared. If I could substitute for one of them . . .”


  “. . . and ride back to Earth today?” Munnheim concluded. “Good, if it can be done; but they’re all Suspects by now, and each identity is known. Better try the stowaway trick.”


  The rocket for Earth gleamed in the faint evening light, the long row of passengers lining up to present their passports at the main gate. In the rear of the rocket, husky Galani lifted the baggage racks with steel-like tentacles, and shoved them through, between the jets.


  “Baggage room,” Gideon whispered. “There’s only one Galani on duty; keep him busy for ten minutes while I crawl into one of the crates.”


  “You’ll never pull through the acceleration.”


  “The chance has to be taken. I’ll be arrested by customs on Earth, but I’ll manage to get in touch with Ridenour. Get going, Munnheim, and wish me luck!”


  They shook hands quickly, and Munnheim walked to the front of the baggage office. When the Galani’s body was turned, Gideon stepped into the back and hurriedly walked to the rear door, where a truckload of rocket-bound crates and luggage was assembled.


  “I beg your pardon,” he could hear Munnheim’s voice saying, “but I left some bags here yesterday and lost my ticket.”


  The crates were locked, but Gideon swiftly opened one, with the aid of a crowbar, and hurriedly flung out the assortment of clothing and personal effects. He kicked the material away and then climbed into the crate, pulling down the top over his head and holding it in place with the crowbar. The rumble of a hand-truck was heard and a few minutes later he felt the crate juggle as if clutched in the tentacles of a Galani. He felt himself raised and flung across another crate. The crash ripped the top out of his hands and sent him flying against the wall. It was dark inside the storage section of the rocket. He heard the faint roar of the motors and a Galani call out, “All set with baggage I Lock doors!”


  The lone door closed, and the rocket shook as it gained power for the long voyage back to Earth. A sudden blast told him the rocket had set off; a few minutes later, blood came rushing through his nose and mouth and darkness set its claws upon him.


  HE AWOKE some hours later, weakened by loss of blood and the shock of acceleration. No bones were broken and his eyeglasses were miraculously intact. A sharp headache persisted but this too seemed to be passing.


  He hammered upon the bulkhead door until a surprised steward opened it. Gideon surrendered himself, knowing that passenger-rockets did not dare turn back in midspace and that, come what may, they would get to Earth. He knew that the patients were all Suspect, but the pilots may still be loyal; their presence would save him from instant execution. It would be an easy thing to say that he had been killed during unprotected acceleration.


  “Name and rank?” the Second Mate asked when he had been led to the control rooms.


  “James Gideon, Agent, Planetary Defense, Intelligence Corps. Here are my papers.”


  The Second Mate glanced over them hurriedly. “For all I know, you’re a Galani spy like the rest of the traitors among the passengers. The PD will find that out soon enough; consider yourself under arrest. Customs officers and PD will be teleradioed, and informed of your presence on the vessel. They’ll meet you when we land. In the meantime get the hell in the back, among the rest of the passengers.”


  Gideon sighed. For the time being, all was well; he leaned back in a passenger seat, pressing his hands upon his pain-wracked forehead. He hoped he would reach Earth in time to save Munnheim, and the rest of the loyal PDs on Mars. Only evacuation would save them, now; the Galani had become brutally direct in their hidden war with Earth. They possessed some secret which made them supremely confident of victory; the hate-campaign in their facsimile papers was reaching a new height of arrogance. On top of strained diplomatic relations was the knowledge that traitor-Suspects had become increasingly powerful on Earth. If every man who had ever visited Mars for medical treatment was a traitor, then Earth’s position was precarious indeed.


  Earth still held the upper hand, Gideon knew, and this thought gave him hope. Project Victory—in which atomic warfare could be unleashed in one minute from a building near Washington, and thus destroy Mars in one sweep—was ready if needed. The threat to use this secret weapon would stop the Galani once and for all. The thought of the planet Mars, blasted and ruined forever, made him uneasy. But if Gideon had to choose between the survival of the human race or the Galani, would there be any doubt where his loyalties belonged?


  When the rocket landed on Earth he was promptly arrested, placed in a cell, and held incommunicado. His identification papers was taken by the local PD officer, but this was to be expected; the prints, descriptions and signatures would automatically be checked with the main files in Washington.


  For three days he lay in his cell, watched by the overhead observation lens, without seeing or hearing any man. His food trays, without knives or forks, came sliding through slots that opened and closed mechanically. The dishes were of paper; he had no razor or glass, and his face began to grow haggard.


  ON THE FOURTH day he was brought forth before the PD tribunal, a weakened, exhausted figure.


  “I demand to know on what charge I am being held,” Gideon said, “and that my PD superiors Nick Ridenour, and Chief McDonough, be informed of my arrest.”


  The presiding officer leaned forward across the judge’s stand. As he did so his hair fell over his eyes and he pushed back the toupee angrily. Gideon wondered for a moment why one so young was bald and needed a wig.


  “The charge,” the judge said, “is murder. You are accused of strangling Planetary Defense Agent Munnheim. Three witnesses saw you commit the murder and attempt to escape through the baggage-room of the Earth rocket. In addition you have been charged with treason, with the attempt to kill Mel-El-Aben, one of the greatest, noblest surgeons the mighty race of Galani had ever produced.”


  “You—you are a Suspect,” Gideon blurted suddenly. He looked wildly about him, but saw only suspicion and hatred in the eyes of the judges and guards. “I demand the truth-serum,” he shouted, feeling walls close in upon him. If a PD court was Suspect what hope could there be?. “I demand that my case be brought before the attention of Nick Ridenour and Chief McDonough, or the President.”


  The judge rapped his gavel. “Both Agent Ridenour and Chief McDonough are occupied with other duties. A transcript of the testimony given by the witnesses on Mars has already reached us. In view of the delicate interplanetary situation Chief McDonough has authorized each Court to deal out immediate justice in cases of treason. Such a case is now before me.


  “On the basis of the evidence before me, and by virtue of the authority invested in me by Planetary Defense, I sentence the accused, James Gideon, to death in the gas chambers at Alamagordo. The execution is to take place tomorrow at noon; court dismissed.”


  GIDEON spent an uneasy night in his cell. There was no doubt that the PD court was ruled by Suspects; evidently they were quick to pass sentence before it could be over-ruled by Ridenour or McDonough. He had no way of knowing what was happening in the outside world. If the Senate was infiltrated with Suspects, treaty-revision would be voted; and in a few short days, the Galani would overrun the Earth and rule it through the Suspect organization. His mission to Mars had been a failure, for, despite proof of Galani determination to wage the cold war he had no knowledge of the means used to convert loyal Earthmen into traitor-Suspects. Such means did exist and he was convinced that the answer lay in surgery. But how? Why?


  A guard hammered on the iron door and then walked into the small cell. It was early afternoon and the execution was set for evening. The guard carried a pressed suit of clothes and toilet implements under his arm.


  “You can shave and wash up,” he said; “I’ll be back in a half hour.”


  “Thanks,” Gideon replied, grimly. At least they would permit him to die decently. The suit was surprisingly a good fit and his own was stained and tattered. He washed and shaved slowly. He felt no fear but his heart pounded; his face flushed, and the dull ache which troubled him since the rocket flight throbbed again in his head. When he was finished, the guard came and escorted him out of the prison to a waiting PD truck. They walked past armed guards, all of them hostile, hatred and contempt in their eyes whenever Gideon stepped near.


  In the truck he was manacled to the wall. There were no windows within and he could not guess the general direction in which they rode. The guard beside him sat silently.


  An hour later the truck stopped and its rear door opened. This was not Alamagordo, he knew. “Am I to be shot while ‘attempting escape’ ?” he asked bitterly. Apparently they did not dare execute him officially, so illegal means would be chosen. When the truck rode by, leaving them in the field, he recognized the desert-surroundings of the Taos Airport. A black jet, unnumbered and with no identification, stood in the center of the field.


  “The sentence has been suspended,” the guard said when he led Gideon to the plane. His voice was almost respectful. “The judge almost made a mistake, but everything will be settled now.”


  “Am I being released?” Gideon demanded; “where will you take me?”


  “The court decided that you were ill on Mars, and not responsible for your actions; it has committed you to the care of Dr. S.T. Fellbank.”


  Feeling the prod of the paralyzer, Gideon stepped into the jet.


  HIS APPARENT docility convinced the guard, for when he entered the jet, Gideon was ready for him. He jammed his knee into the guard’s belly, then brought his fist against the man’s mouth. The guard crumpled and fell upon his face. Gideon leaned down, picked the paralyzer from the holster and turned to face the pilot’s seat. There was no one there, but the jet soon roared and set off, acceleration flinging him against the wall. “Pre-set automatic,” he muttered when he made his way to the control board and tried to take over the flight.


  The instruments would not respond, and he knew that any effort to tamper with them would warn the control agent in Taos. Jets from other ports would launch and intercept him, no matter what route he took. He had no choice but to stay where he was until the jet reached its destination.


  Gideon turned to the unconscious guard and rummaged through his pockets. Aside from PD identity cards with the name and descriptions of Agent Barrows, there was nothing that would indicate where the jet was going or who would meet them at the destination. Barrows was about his general build and appearance. Gideon stripped him of his clothes, and dressed in them. He slapped the guard’s face until he was conscious, and then forced him to dress in Gideon’s clothes.


  “Where is the rocket going?” he demanded.


  “New York,” Barrows answered, apparently easily resigned to their changed roles.


  “Will anyone meet you there?”


  The guard seemed to consider this and then shook his head.


  Gideon slapped his face. “Don’t lie!” he said; “if there’s anyone waiting for us I will kill you and say that you attempted to overcome me.”


  “No one is there,” Barrows replied, wearily, “I was to take you to Dr. Fellbank’s office.”


  “For surgery?”


  The guard, looked up sharply. Their eyes met and Gideon felt as if the man were probing into his soul. Gideon turned his eyes away.


  “Don’t look at me,” he warned, “or I will kill you. Remember that I have nothing to lose. Why does Dr, Fellbank want me?”


  “To keep you under observation. You have been ill; you were hurt in the rocket and now you feel fevered. Thoughts are running through your mind; your head aches, and the blood seems to pound and pound and pound . . .”


  “Stop!” The guard’s voice was hypnotic in its effect. Gideon slapped him again. He dared not look at the man’s eyes or listen to him. Was he actually ill? Did he really kill Munnheim on Mars, and was it his imagination that the Galani were a monstrous race who hated the Earth? Ideas swirled through his mind and he tried to shake them away.


  “You are a Suspect?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know that the Galani want to destroy the human race. Why do you betray your native planet and aid an alien species of vicious tree-like friends?”


  Barrows’ eyes flashed angrily. “The Galani were a civilized race when homo sapiens lived like vermin in dark caves; they explored the stars when humanity was still fettered with superstition and ignorance.”


  “That may be true,” Gideon said, speaking earnestly as if to convince the guard—even though it was his own doubting heart that needed the words, “but is it not better to serve your own species than a set of monsters who will wipe out your kind, and everything that your children and children’s children may yet be able to achieve? You are human like myself; you have arms, legs, a heart, and mind like I have, and not a brown-bark, green tentacles and a foul putrescent body. Why betray your own people and serve the Galani?”


  The guard shook his head in exasperation. “Dr. Fellbank will explain it to you.”


  “No! He will explain nothing! The Galani have discovered some way whereby the human will can be destroyed and made subservient to an alien race. He wants to treat or operate on me so that I, too, shall become a traitor-Suspect. No, my fine Galani-lover; neither Fellbank or Mel-El-Aben will make me act like anything but an Earthman. I am human. I was born so, and I will die so.”


  Barrows said nothing but stared ahead into the darkness.
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  AS BARROWS said, there was no one to meet them at the port when the jet landed.


  “This must be,” Gideon said, as he brought down the butt of his paralyzer upon the guard’s head. The man fell, and Gideon tied his body with sheets torn apart from his clothing. Stepping out alone on the field, Gideon walked calmly away.


  From a small pay-booth he televised Ridenour’s apartment and told him of his whereabouts.


  “Evidently the Martians think I am important enough to be worth framing. Was Munnheim really killed?”


  “As dead as they make them; it doesn’t look too good for you. Where are you now?”


  “At the Airport Rest Room. There’s probably a dragnet out for me—or there will be as soon as they find the guard’s body. Cam you send me a group of trusted PD’s so I can get to your apartment without being picked up by some Suspects?”


  “Sure. Stay there; I’ll have some of the boys on the way. Learn anything on Mars?”


  “Not much, but I think if we take a few Suspects by force, and even dissect them if necessary, we might find out how it’s done. See you later.”


  He switched off and then walked out into the waiting-room. The excitement of the escape must have damaged his better judgment; it was a mistake, he realized suddenly, to make a direct call to Ridenour’s apartment. Since the Suspect organization was so extensive, they would undoubtedly tap all PD wires; they might even reach him before Ridenour’s men could. How could he tell, anyway, whether the PD who approached him were loyal or Suspect? It was a foolish, dangerous move; he would have been wiser to go to Ridenour’s apartment directly, and he could still do it.


  He left the waiting room, stripping off the PD chevrons on the guard’s suit, and took the bus to the city. The apartment was not being guarded; he walked into the hallway and headed for the elevator.


  RIDENOUR was alone in his room. “About time,” he said, looking up. “We couldn’t locate you at the Port.”


  “Couldn’t help it,” Gideon said. “The wires might have been tapped by Suspects and I thought it safer to come here straight. Where can I get in touch with McDonough? My reports to him were intercepted and forged by the Galani; they are probably loaded with misinformation regarding Galani plans. There’s no doubt about it, this time, Ridenour; the Galani are out to destroy us.”


  Ridenour looked thoughtful. “The new menace from Mars, eh?” he said. “Are the monsters all set to take over the Earth?” He pulled open a desk drawer and rummaged through some papers.


  “Yes, at any moment,” Gideon said. “They’ve succeeded in some sure-fire way of making Earthmen think and act like Galani; even Senator Burbank, who knew the menace for what it was, has become a Suspect. There may be millions of them on Earth!”


  Ridenour kept his hand in the desk drawer. “You see them everywhere? These Suspects who are plotting to destroy the Earth?”


  “Yes. They’re in the Senate and they have infiltrated the PD. Munnheim was killed by a Suspect, if not by the Galani; the judge who sentenced me in Taos is a Suspect, and so is the guard who brought me to New York. The danger is great! I don’t know what their immediate plans are, but their ultimate goal is to make Earth subservient to the Galani.”


  “I see,” Ridenour said, “and when is this great calamity to take place? Tonight?”


  “Perhaps not tonight, but . . .” Gideon stopped suddenly; and a sickening, fearful sensation swept through him as if his whole body had been stabbed with a thousand pain-inflicting knives. “You—you. Ridenour, don’t believe me! You, too, are a Suspect!”


  “I see,” Ridenour said, “so I, too, have become part of this great conspiracy to destroy the Earth. It is very interesting, Gideon . . .”


  Gideon stepped forward blindly, unable to grasp the full meaning of the disastrous feeling which gripped him.


  “Stay where you are,” Ridenour said, pulling out a paralyzer from the desk drawer; “make no move toward me, or I will shoot.”


  “You—you a Suspect! I should have known! I should have demanded a truth-serum test immediately, instead of walking into this trap!”


  “No trap,” Ridenour said, his firm hand not moving as he held the paralyzer, “but for your own good.” He raised his voice, “Will you come in now, Doctor?”


  The curtains leading to Ridenour’s apartment rooms were pulled apart. Gideon turned his head to look into the smiling face of Dr. S. T. Fellbank.


  “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said; “I was most interested in our friend Gideon’s comments on these Suspects.”


  Gideon was silent. With Ridenour a Suspect, there was virtually no hope. Ridenour was one of a small handful of men who knew the location of Project Victory control-room. If men like him had been turned into Suspects, there was no hope for Earth but the complete atomic destruction of Mars. The Galani needed no warindustry to conquer the Earth; their secret invasion was made by twisting the minds and loyalties of Earthmen. Against such an attack there was no defense but the total annihilation of the planet which controlled and produced such traitor-Suspects. This was the beginning of interplanetary war which would continue until one race or the other would be destroyed forever.


  “Do not pretend,” Gideon said, “for I know that both of you are Suspects.”


  Ridenour turned slightly to Dr. Fellbank, but he still held the gun firmly. “Your opinion, Doctor?”


  “Schizophrenia, obviously. Delusions of persecution, probably accompanied by violent headaches. Do you feel any pain at the base of your skull? Any spots before your eyes?”


  Involuntarily Gideon reached for his glasses and ran his fingers quickly across his forehead. “No,” he said, lying. “No pain, whatever; none at all! Stop trying to pretend that I am ill!”


  THE SMILE dropped from Fellbank’s face. “Let us drop the pretense,” he said to Ridenour; “I don’t think it would be possible to persuade him to surrender to treatment peacefully. Apparently. James Gideon, you saw and understood quite a bit of what is happening on Mars and Earth.”


  Gideon did not affirm or deny. The truth was that he did not understand; but he hoped that Dr. Fellbank could be tricked into revealing the facts.


  “Unfortunately your father did not prepare you for the truth,” Dr. Fellbank went on; “if he had, you would realize what we are trying to do.”


  “My father was not a Suspect!”


  “He should at least have given you a thorough grounding in Galani history and psychology. If you knew as much as we do, you would not be opposing us; you would be serving us.”


  “I am not a traitor to my people and my world,” Gideon said coldly.


  “If there were time,” Dr. Fellbank said, “I would force you to grow up overnight, and understand things which are now obviously above your level of comprehension. Mel-El-Aben, however, has specifically warned me against tampering with your opinions. That is why we shall do nothing to you but put you in confinement until you realize, and accept, what we are trying to do.”


  “I will not change,” Gideon said; “you will try to convince me that the Galani are superior to homo sapiens, and that we must choose the stronger and destroy the weaker. I reject that basic premise! I am an Earthman, first, last, and always; my destiny is with Earth. It is for my race and my people that I fight, regardless who is superior or weaker.”


  “Take him,” Dr. Fellbank said to Ridenour.


  Ridenour stood up. “Do you have any weapons?”


  “Yes. In my back pocket.”


  “Don’t reach for it.” Paralyzer in hand, Ridenour slowly encircled Gideon, while Dr. Fellbank looked on idly; his free hand reached into the back pocket. With a precision made possible only by years of constant practice in PD gymnasiums, Gideon grasped Ridenour’s gun-hand and jerked the trigger finger. The blast rocked the walls of the room. Continuing the same motion, Gideon brought Ridenour’s arm over his shoulders and bent forward so that Ridenour’s body flew in a flying mare, striking Dr, Fellbank. Both fell backward. Ridenour rolling away and Fellbank drawing the blaster held in his jacket. Gideon drew his own paralyzer and fired twice at the Doctor. Fellbank gasped; a streak of blood ran from mouth and nose and he fell backward, gun hanging loosely in his hand. The third shot of the paralyzer lashed at Ridenour whose face paled; his body leaned weakly against the desk and then collapsed upon the floor.


  Gideon stepped closer to the bodies and leaned down to feel the pulses. Dr. Fellbank was dead, killed by the additional paralyzer-shot. Ridenour was still alive, though considerably stunned. When he fell against the desk, a toupee slid from his scarred skull.


  HOLDING Ridenour under the armpits, Gideon dragged him to the next room and placed him upon the bed. In one of the desks he found the truth-serum narcotic kit and hurriedly prepared the solution. The shots had probably been heard and if Ridenour and Fellbank were both in the same apartment, it was evident that it would be used as a Suspect base. He had to work quickly before other members of the Suspect unit came to report to Ridenour.


  He plunged the hypo needle into Ridenour’s flesh, and waited for the drug to take effect. He had never known Ridenour to wear a toupee, and glanced curiously at the man’s head. He was not bald, for new, strong hair was evident. Around the circumference of the skull was a series of fresh scars, barely covered by the toupee.


  “Can you hear me?” he asked when he felt Ridenour’s body trembling upon the bed. His heart beat strongly and it was clear that Ridenour would live through the combined shocks of paralyzer and truth-serum.


  Ridenour’s lips moved clumsily. “Yes. I can hear you.”


  Gideon paused before asking the next fearful question.


  “Are you a Suspect?”


  “Yes.”


  “When did you become one?”


  “Three weeks ago.”


  “How?”


  “Surgery.”


  “Who performed the surgery?”


  “Mel-El-Aben.”


  “You were on Mars?” Gideon asked, surprised.


  “Yes. I was ordered to report to Earth for duty three months ago. The operation was performed by Mel-El-Aben four weeks ago.”


  Ridenour’s answers confused Gideon; his identity was not clear. Apparently Ridenour considered himself a Galani. Who was he in reality? Were Ridenour’s answers given by Ridenour’s brain or by some telepathy.


  “General Scho-La-Nui, Ninth Division, Mars.”


  “Where is Nick Ridenour?” he asked softly.


  “Dead.”


  Gideon sat down. His knees suddenly weakly.


  “Tell me in detail why he died, and how it is that Scho-La-Nui, Galani, speaks through the lips of an Earthman.”


  “Brain-transplantation. It is impossible to remove a human brain from its casing without destroying vital tissue; my own body has also been irrevocably damaged in the process. Being only a soldier, and not a surgeon, I know nothing but that the insertion of a Martian brain in the skull-cavity formerly occupied by an Earthman’s brain unavoidably destroys the human brain and the Martian body. The transfer is permanent.”


  Gideon struggled to push down the growing sense of horror. He looked at Ridenour’s human body and thought of the tentacled monster’s mind which now occupied it.


  “What are the Suspects?” he asked, his mouth and lips suddenly dry.


  “Galani minds which are now permanently occupying human bodies.”


  “Where are these operations performed on Earth?”


  The body that was Ridenour’s twisted, as Scho-La-Nui struggled against the drug that forced him to tell the truth.


  “I—I do not wish to answer. Mel-El-Aben has said that the truth regarding the Suspects may be revealed to you, but not military information. I will not answer.”


  “I can spare your life if you tell me where the operations are being performed.”


  “You will tell the PD,” Ridenour’s lips said, the man’s face contorted, “and they kill our most valuable surgeons.”


  “Tell me! Where are the operations performed on Earth?”


  “The drug—” Scho-La-Nui said, apparently fighting its effects. “I will have—have to cease living—else I—I betray . . .”


  The lips stopped as the mind of the Galani brain contracted the muscles of the human heart and brought it to a stop. Gideon felt for the pulse. There was none. There was an ominous silence about him. He stepped to one of the windows, and looked out from the side so that he would not be seen. The streets were empty. Further down could be seen police lines that prevented cars from passing. City police, their uniforms glistening in the evening sun, rode through with armored cars and stopped in front of the apartment house.


  HE TURNED away and rushed towards the main entrance door.


  It was locked, apparently under mechanical control from police on PD orders. Unable to escape, he pushed the desk and other furniture in front of the door. There was not enough to hold them back, but a few seconds might be gained. He stepped to the telereceiver and dialed the number of the PD Headquarters in Washington.


  “Chief McDonough,” he said to the secretary’s face, “PD Agent Gideon speaking. Vitally urgent. Quick!”


  Whether the call came through or not he could not tell. The fumes from sedation gas, released by the police which filled the corridors, poured out from under the doorway. Gideon staggered toward the window and punched his fist through the glass. It was too late for he had breathed a draft of the sedation gas and felt his senses reeling. He could see the city before him, suddenly bathed in a brilliant flash of light. In the far distance a giant black mushroom filled the horizon. He stepped back to avoid the death-dealing radiation of the atomic explosion and then he felt himself falling into a deep, dark whirlpool.
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  CONSCIOUSNESS returned to Gideon, and he breathed it in like a man who had been suffocating. He lay upon a hard cot and beside him was a white table with an empty truth-serum hypodermic laying upon a few sheets of sterile gauze. At the foot of the bed was the vague outline of a man.


  “Here are your eyeglasses,” a deep voice said, “I guess you’ll feel better with them.”


  Gideon put them on and looked into the iron-lined face of Chief McDonough, head of Planetary Defense.


  “You were not alone on the case,” McDonough said, raising his hand to still the flood of questions which he knew would come from Gideon. “Other agents corroborated your findings. Our loyal PD’s moved in with the local police when we found the Taos office to be Suspect. We’ve been using truth-serum everywhere, for at last we’ve been able to produce it in quantity. Now we have a way of finding out Suspects, and we will exterminate them. The construction of Galani brains is quite different when compared with ours. Simulation is impossible and X-rays of the skull will show immediately who is a Suspect. Mass X-rays, and the use of the truth-serum on all captured Suspects, will smash once and for all the secret invasion of the Galani.”


  Gideon got to his feet. There was still some weakness in his legs and a heavy, dull sensation surged through his brain. The effects of the sedation gas were wearing off and strength returned.


  “I even took an X-ray of your head,” McDonough said, with a faint smile, “we cannot afford to trust anyone until we are certain that they are not Galani intelligences occupying human bodies. You, my friend Gideon, are a human being! Thank the skies for that; considering the strange interest Mel-El-Aben had in you I often felt doubts.”


  Gideon reached for his clothes and quickly dressed. “That atomic explosion,” he said, “the one I saw as I passed out in Ridenour’s apartment—what was it?”


  The Chief’s face darkened. “The Newark pile blew up.”


  “Accident?”


  “Sabotage, of course, but what proof can be found in radiating ruins? The possibility of accident has already been planted and nurtured in the Suspect-controlled press and Telefax. There has been a wave of sabotage in strategic factories and headquarters. One truth-serum plant has been lost; X-ray film factories and machines have been smashed. Now that we have the means for locating Suspects, the Galani are desperate. If they are to strike, this is the moment.”


  “This is the moment”—the words flashed through Gideon’s mind. It meant final, conclusive war; for, if the secret organization of Suspects on Earth were smashed, Galani strength would be ended forever. Never again would their physicians and scientists be permitted to approach Earthmen. Every factory, and every Galani city, would be kept under the strictest surveillance.


  The proud Galani, whose ancestors had wandered across the skies when Earthmen were savages, would be reduced to museum-specimens in carefully-controlled reservations. Their proud spirit broken, they would soon die for their scientific efforts to keep the race going would be hindered and restricted.


  This was their last chance. Whatever forces the Galani had would strike now.


  “Project Victory,” Gideon said, “is it ready?”


  “The Senate is debating the fate of Mars now. We are due there in a few moments, and I wait for the second when I will pull the levers that set the atomic vessels sailing against that damned planet!”


  WHEN THEY arrived in the Senate chambers they found the very walls lined with armed PD agents, their faces drawn and haggard. Several bodies lay slumped over their desks, blood flowing from blaster-wounds. Rows of Senators, some trembling and some unconcerned, stood behind a series of X-rays machines. As each man stepped through, the negative was instantly developed and a white-faced doctor pronounced the verdict. If the cranial photograph indicated a brain-construction different from that of normal Earthmen, the Senator was arrested and bound; those who struggled were shot. Apparently, the Suspects in the Senate knew their danger; when the X-ray machines were rolled into the chambers, they made a break for freedom and were shot down by the armed PD agents that encircled the walls.


  Gideon saw with horror, when the examinations were finished, that one-fourth of the Senators, the most powerful body of men in the world, had been shot or arrested. Senator Burbank’s body sprawled in the aisle until a guard came and dragged It away.


  The President, his face aged twenty years, walked to the officiating desk and gently tapped his gavel. The silence was like that of the grave.


  “The bodies among us,” he said quietly, his voice sometimes breaking, “while appearing to be those of dear friends, house the minds of the Galani, whose professed intention it is to destroy the Earth and the human race. Their plan, discovered when we were on the brink of disaster, has been to not only murder us but to take over our bodies as well by transplantation of their minds. Trapped by the knowledge that Nature has decided their race to be unfit for perpetuation, they have attempted to take over human bodies in a final effort to preserve their dying species. That the human race has been saved from such extinction has been due in main part to the valiant work of PD agents McDonough and Gideon—who are still with us—and Ridenour and Munnheim, who have lost their lives in the service of the Earth.”


  He paused for a few moments, unable to continue. When he spoke again, it was with the dull, set tones of a man who knows the inevitable result of the thing he must do.


  “I will ask the Secretary,” he said, “to review briefly the acts performed by the Galani in the last twenty-four hours.”


  The Senate chambers were silent the Secretary walked to the speaker’s desk. He leafed through the papers with trembling hands and summarized them.


  “Seventy PD armored rockets were seized at Deimosport and occupied by Galani forces. The PD garrison at Marsalene has been taken by sedation gas and all its members taken to Galani hospitals where, according to the Telefax espionage screens still operating, operations removing and destroying their brains are being performed.


  “Suspect groups in the largest Earth cities have taken over control. Los Angeles, Paris, and Shanghai have fallen overnight and declared themselves for the Galani. In eighteen other major centers battles are now taking place between PD and Galani forces. PD victory is assured in these skirmishes, but the War Department declares that if vessels operating from Mars bomb our production-centers, the ultimate issue of this struggle may be in doubt. Confused by Galani propaganda claims, many loyal Earthmen are joining the ranks of the Suspects.”


  A SUDDEN rumble shook the building and one of the walls split. The distant roar of jets and rockets could be heard. Uneasily the Senators looked about them at the shaking walls.


  “It will not be necessary,” the President interrupted, “to continue the summation of aggressive Galani attacks. Suffice it to say that the Capital itself is now under attack by Suspects.”


  Through the Senate chambers could be heard the labored breathing of the Senators and PD agents. The temporary lull was broken again by the roar of guns and the swish of bombladen jets over the Capital. A few moments later another explosion rent the air, cracking the walls. The bombs were coming nearer.


  “Why aren’t they using fission bombs?” Gideon whispered to McDonough. “It would take only one to destroy the Capital and most of the PD leadership.”


  “They either want to use our bodies,” McDonough said softly, “and therefore must preserve them, or they feel we will be needed to act as collaborators and Quislings for Mars.”


  A messenger delivered a note to the President’s desk. The wearied head of the Senate read it and then turned to the assembled people who sat waiting for the inevitable decision.


  “Our Telefax espionage screens,” he said, “have reported the assembling of a huge fission-bomb fleet on Mars. These vessels constitute our entire fleet which has been captured by traitor-Suspects. The fleet is being reconditioned and manned by Galani. It will be ready to sail against us in a few days.”


  “Mr. President!” a gray-haired man, a virtual patriach among the Senators, rose to his feet. “Mr. President! I move that Project Victory—the atomic destruction of the planet Mars—be released immediately!”


  “Aye! Aye! Aye!”


  A deafening roar swept up from the Senators. Even the calm PD agents lining the walls gave loose to hoarse shouts and cheers. Dignified men stood upon the desks and yelled.


  Gideon was swept along in the mass hysteria and shouted with them. One or the other race had to be destroyed. Since the Galani attempted such an insidious invasion, they could never be trusted again. With the destruction of Mars, the main base of the fighting Suspects would be smashed; in due time, isolated resisting bands would be wiped out and the threat of the Galani destroyed forever.


  “Death to Mars! Destroy the Red Planet!”


  The President hammered with his gavel upon the stand.


  “It is so moved!” he declared. “I order Project Victory!” Turning to the white-faced McDonough he yelled, “Do your duty!”


  Wordlessly McDonough turned away to the doors, Gideon followed him, pushing through the mob and listening to the cheering of the Senators and the Agents.


  “Free us from the Martian threat! Destroy the Galani threat! Victory! Victory!”


  The Senate became a turmoil as the yells of its people filled the air. A great weight seemed to be lifted from their minds. Pale faces were now flushed with joy. The threat, which would have made monsters of them and their children, was about to be destroyed forever.


  “Death to the Galani!”
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  THE STREETS of Washington were littered with bodies along the hastily-erected barricades. The jet-attack of the Suspects had failed and regiments of the loyal PD were mopping up isolated Suspect bands.


  McDonough and Gideon commandeered tanks and sped towards the Virginia hills, which housed Project Victory’s control station. An armed escort followed them, their guns firing warning salvos to every nearing plane or truck.


  “Suspect bands are already attacking,” Agent Carlisle reported as they neared the simple terra-cotta building which housed the controls.


  “Attack immediately,” McDonough ordered; “apparently they do not know its importance, or fission bombs would have been used. Gideon, Agent Hastings, and I will head for the controls; the rest of you will fight off any attacks that may come.”


  They left the tank, machine-gun blasts exploding overhead, and ran towards the building. A tank salvo had smashed the camouflaged doors and the group struggled past overturned building blocks. They fled towards the control-room, camouflaged among the machinery-filled sections of the building. The air around them was ripped by gun-flashes from snipers. The hurrying Agents accompanying them were put to swift use, for at the doorway of the control room they faced a rudely-built barricade.


  They fell downward as the first enemy volley blasted above them. A band of Suspects, apparently including one actual Galani, had attempted to break through the door. Finding this impossible, they had decided to defend it against any Earthmen until additional Suspect reinforcements were able to penetrate the PD defenses.


  “Sedation gas!” Gideon yelled.


  An Agent crawled forward, guntube in hand, and fired the fumes. The gas Swirled upwards, and then pushed forward by fans, rolled down upon the Suspect barricade.


  “Hold fire!” McDonough said; “they’ll try to stop breathing for a few minutes, but one whiff should be enough.”


  Several of the Suspects jumped up from the barricade, guns in hand.


  “Fire!”


  They fell, their hands feebly clutching at gashed-open stomachs and lungs. A minute passed and then there was silence.


  “Sterile gas!” McDonough shouted. It burst behind the rude barricade, its pink streamers flowing downward and cleansing the air.


  “All clear!” McDonough said. They ran forward and jumped over the machine stacks that made the crude Suspect defense. “Have them all shot,” he said, pushing aside blast equipment that had been placed against the door to the control room.


  “The Martian, too, sir?” an Agent asked.


  Gideon turned swiftly. Crushed among the battered machines, his tentacles still and a brown mass exuding from his mangled body, was the Galani surgeon, Mel-El-Aben.


  “This crude gas,” his tentacles rasped, “while dulling our senses is not sufficiently effective for the Galani. You have slain my associates; will you complete the task?”


  The guard’s finger tightened on the trigger.


  “Spare him,” Gideon said, surprised at his own decision. “Bring him into the control-room with us; we may need to question him.”


  McDONOUGH looked at him curiously said nothing. “Be sure to tie him up,” he ordered curtly and then bent to the control-door, which opened mechanically to the word-control commands given it by the PD Chief.


  McDonough and Gideon entered the control-room, which could decide the fate of a whole world. Agent Hastings dragged the body of Mel-El-Aben in after them and then shut the door, leaving the PD Agents on guard.


  Once inside. Gideon was surprised by the simplicity of the room, Legend had given it many sizes and shapes; in reality, it was completely bare but for the series of screens lined against the wall, and a plain set of levers in the center.


  Project Victory had been in existence for 200 years, constantly being enlarged and strengthened. Dispatch-ports around the world were controlled from this room. Mechanical computators made corrections every second in the controls of all hell-bomb vessels in the ports, so that no matter when they were released, they would head immediately for their predetermined target on Mars.


  “Twenty launching ports,” McDonough said, his voice awed despite his familiarity with the construction and nature of Project Victory. “Each one is completely ready, and only a handful need reach Mars to wipe out the planet forever!”


  Mel-El-Aben, his tentacles mercilessly strapped down by Agent Hastings, uttered an oath. Gideon walked over to the Martian on the floor and helped him up to a sitting position. He felt a wave of nausea as he touched the shifting scales and the tentacles. To hide his revulsion he turned to Hastings.


  “Draw your gun,” he said bruskly, “if anything goes wrong, shoot to kill.”


  “In the years to come,” Mel-El-Aben said, his voice thick because he could not move his tentacles freely—“in the years to come, James Gideon, you will regret this action; and remorse for the murder of the Galani will pursue you to the end of all time.”


  McDonough stood over the controls, working them and checking each against the screens which showed the rockets in their port cradles. He did not listen to the Galani.


  Gideon resented the words: he, Gideon, was not a Suspect. His heart, flesh, bone, blood, and brain were Earth and his loyalty was only to the human race.


  “How many thousands of us did you murder?” he demanded, in order to break off this strange feeling of guilt which Mel-El-Aben seeked to force upon him.


  The Galani made a gesture, which might have meant the same as the shrugging of shoulders. “It was necessary,” he rasped; “did you not slaughter us by the millions when you first came to Mars?”


  “But that was an insane war, and it was ended. Why begin again?”


  “Begin? It never ended. Our technology was liquidated by Earthmen and for many years we bided our time, practicing the only skill you encouraged in us—surgery and medicine.”


  “But to attempt to take over a complete species!” Gideon interjected. “That meant giving up your bodies and living in a physical setting which must be as repulsive to you as your bodius are to us. Surely there could be some other solution.”


  MEL-EL-ABEN said, as three Earthmen in the control room watched him, “If there was, we did not find it. Our race is ages old. Through endless mutations we have come to our final end—bodies of such complexity, and such perfection, that by your standards we are virtually immortal. But in achieving that end, Nature has betrayed us by rendering birth and the continuation of our species extremely difficult. In seven birth out of twelve, both parent and child die. Despite our individual ages is there any hope for the Galani race as a whole? None!”


  “Metal robot-bodies! With them you would actually be immortal!” Gideon said; “that would have been a solution!”


  “No!” Mel-El-Aben exclaimed. “You keep thinking in individual terms, while our concern is with the species as a whole. Remember that, through our ancestral memory—a thing foreign to you—each of us bears the conscience of our species. Individual Galani are important, Our task is to find a way to preserve the species when nature has dictated that we can no longer propagate at all. Occupying your bodies, we could reproduce and carry on the Galani traditions. Surgical transplantation of our brains to your bodies was the solution to our desperate problem.”


  “But you have lost,” Gideon said, “lost completely.”


  “Have we?” Mel-El-Aben said. There was an inflection in his tentacle-created voice which Gideon did not understand.


  “The controls are ready,” McDonough said stiffly. Hastings stood by his side as if to give him courage in the execution of his task. The realization of the enormity of the destruction which would be unleashed upon Mars swept over the three Earthmen.


  “There is no other, acceptable choice,” Gideon said, suddenly remembering his father’s words to him when he was still a child: “Do not condemn in advance the actions of the Galani. There will come a time when you will understand your part in world history. Reserve judgment!” He had not unstood his father then and he did not understand him now. How could he reserve judgment when the horror and guilt of the Galani was so clearly evident?


  McDonough breathed deeply. “May the future races of the world forgive me.” he said, his voice shaken.


  He reached for the first lever which would send an atomic-armed vessel to Mars. The lever came down savagely and with a clanking finality clicked in place.


  All of them fastened anxious eyes upon the first group of telescreens. A huge rocket, monstrous in size and shape, twisted crazily in its cradle and then lurched sideways. A bright flash of fire burst upon the screen which then died and went blank. The second and third screens showed a pillar of smoke rising from the valley in which the rocket had been hidden.


  “Score one for the Galani!” Mel-El-Aben said victoriously. “There are more of us placed in strategic positions than you imagine!”


  McDONOUGH’S face was suddenly white.


  “Sabotage!” Hastings gasped.


  Gideon knew well the meaning of the struggle that now cut lines upon the bomb-ports? By pulling the controllevers he would only be setting off the bombs upon the Earth itself, and destroying countless millions of Earthmen.


  “Delay!” Hastings cried; “have the rockets examined for sabotage before you release them!”


  McDonough shook his head. “Galani vessels are already assembling on Mars. If they leave the planet, our weakened and infiltrated PD forces could not cope with them. They would overrun the Earth, and the aid they could give the Suspects would be decisive.”


  Each of the rockets had been adjusted, first to spray disease-dust over a designated area, and then to crash its atomic load upon a pre-selected industrial center. The explosion of a rocket in its cradle on Earth would wipe out the disease-load, but the atomic destruction was still tremendous. Every last precaution had been taken to save the ports from infiltration by Suspects, but it needed only one traitor to smash the controls.


  “The Fifth Port,” Aben said, almost crazily, for he was on the brink of seeing his native planet annihilated. “The Fifth Port,” he went on, “is only fifteen miles from New York City. Do you dare pull the lever and risk destroying the city? Our Suspects, remember, have been everywhere—even in the highest ranks of the PD and the Senate! If we had planted only one in the Fifth Port you will destroy New York. Do you dare pull that lever?”


  McDonough’s hand was upon the lever. Beads of sweat formed on his brow.


  “Use the truth-serum on him!” Hastings said; “he would know which ports are sabotaged and which are not.”


  “I can order my mind to cease functioning,” Mel-El-Aben replied coldly; “the serum cannot work on us, for we know how to die willingly. Answer, McDonough! Do you dare pull the levers?”


  “What are your terms for peace?” McDonough said brokenly, his hand lying limp upon the switch.


  “I am only a physician . . .” Mel-El-Aben began.


  “Not true,” Gideon replied, angrily; “each Martian is possessed of racial memory; and each one, despite his occupational or educational status, can speak for the whole planet.”


  Mel-El-Aben turned his tentacles toward Gideon so that the light-sensitive tips were focussed at him. “True,” he said, “Each of us has inherited the knowledge and experience of millions of years. What is hard-won knowledge to you, is but instinct to us. Instinct, Gideon, remember that word!”


  “What are your terms?” McDonough repeated weakly.


  9


  MEL-EL-ABEN said. “To show our sincerity we destroy each of our laboratories on Earth. We vow never to effect another brain-transfer to a human body, as long as our race survives.”


  “What do you ask in turn?” McDonough demanded.


  “Nothing but this: free immigration and free trade between the planets. Reaffirm the 30th amendment guaranteeing personal privacy against every sort of examination, physical, and mental. Destruction of all existing medical records.”


  “It sounds reasonable,” Hastings muttered uneasily.


  “Reasonable—hell!” McDonough exploded. “Gideon, you tell him what it means.”


  Gideon nodded. “It means that we promise not to hunt down, or even attempt to locate, the Suspects planted in our race. They will intermarry, without our knowledge and become one of us; their children will be Galani in heart and mind. With free immigration. and the Suspects already living on Earth and occupying positions of power, Earth’s supremacy is over forever. Within a decade, their technology would sweep over ours; whatever their secret invasion had not done, their weapons would finish.”


  “Accept our terms,” Mel-El-Aben said, “and you will have peace.”


  “Peace as slaves!”


  “Peace! What is, your answer?” McDonough paused and looked at Mel-El-Aben whose tentacles twisted and strained in excitement. In McDonough’s eyes was revulsion and horror.


  “This,” he said savagely, “is our answer.”


  He reached across the control-board and pulled down one lever after another, blindly. They clicked angrily in place.


  “You’ll destroy the Earth!” Hastings gasped.


  McDonough turned away from the board, haggard and worn. Mel-El-Aben was impassive. The tentacles were still, and there was no sign of what he thought or felt.


  They all turned to stare at the screens. Each of the plates burst into activity. The Third flashed and was silent.


  “Another city gone,” Hastings said quietly; “that was the port near Chicago.”


  The fourth screen turned dim, its surface clouding; then the fifth screen faded, too. They stared, tense. Would these screens too become suddenly blank, indicating an explosion caused by Suspect-made sabotage?


  “It cannot—it cannot,” Gideon said, trying to reassure himself and still the growing sense of panic.


  The screens suddenly cleared. The enormous launching cradles that held the rockets were empty. The vessels had escaped from Earth, unharmed, and were now carrying their loads of devastation to Mars.


  A sigh came up from the three Earthmen.


  “It was a bluff,” Gideon said.


  Mel-El-Aben, “a gigantic bluff. You didn’t get through all our defenses.”


  McDonough sat down, hands trembling. His eyes fell upon the blank screens, which indicated ports that had blown up on Earth. The majority of the screens were clear, but a few showed that the Suspects had succeeded.


  “WHAT A PRICE to pay,” McDonough said wearily, looking at the blank screens which indicated sabotaged ports. “But we have won after all.”


  Have we? Gideon thought. Now that the bombing-flights had been launched, he realized the tension he had been undergoing. His hands were moist and his head and body ached. The destruction of an entire planet with a culture a million years old was a terrible price to pay . . .


  Mel-El-Aben faced the screens, silent and unmoving. The color had drained from his tentacles and he appeared dead. Gideon felt a surge of pity which shocked him. He had no right to feel any sympathy for the Galani for he knew what their intentions were. The Galani were monsters who had to be destroyed.


  “There are still the Suspects,” Hastings said.


  “We will finish them,” McDonough sighed. “Without reinforcements from Mars, we will annihilate the armed bands. If there are any still hidden among us, X-rays fill find them.”


  “Once the bombs have landed on Mars,” Gideon said, “and destroyed the planet; they will have lost the war. The psychology of the Galani is such that, once they realize the inevitability of defeat, their confidence in victory shaken, they will lose all hope. Isn’t that correct, Mel-El-Aben?”


  The Galani waved his tentacles in agreement. “When we lose all hope, we shall die,” he said simply; “now that you know the surgery we have used to transplant our brains to human bodies, you will search out our laboratories on Earth and kill the few tentacled-Martians that remain. We expect this.”


  “How long before the screens show the explosions of the bombs on Mars?”


  McDonough glanced at the figures which raced in a band across the control board. “An hour at the most,” he said, raising his hand to his forehead. “The thing is done, but I have a strange feeling of regret—almost of sadness. It was as if, for a. moment I could see things from the Galani point of view.” He saw Gideon’s quizzical look, “Nonsense,” he said, as if aware of what Gideon was thinking, “I am not a Suspect, and neither are you—else we would not have pulled these levers. This feeling I have is just—just—strange . . .”


  Gideon’s heart began to hammer. He could feel the pulse-beat in his fingertips and the back of his head. For one startling moment he knew what McDonough had been trying to say. A vast picture of Martian life and history seemed to suddenly beat through his brain and then die away slowly.


  He looked at Mel-El-Aben, tied there so securely, and wondered. He lifted his fingertips to his forehead and felt the line between hair and scalp. No, he had not been operated on without knowing it. He felt reassured; he was an Earthman—of that there was no doubt. It was only the overwhelming nature of the catastrophe they were about to witness on the screens that made him so uneasy. One does not see the destruction of an entire planet every day.


  Mel-El-Aben’s sight-tentacles were turned to him. “I observe,” the Galani rasped, “that you are no longer wearing your eyeglasses.”


  GIDEON brought his hand back and forth before his face. The thick lenses that he had ever since childhood were no longer there. His mind jumped back and the events of the preceding hour—the rush through the streets, the fighting around the control room, the lifting of the barricade—somewhere in those hectic events the glasses had slipped or fallen from his face and—miracle of miracles—instead of seeing a hazy, fog-ridden world, he saw with clarity and precision. His eyes were perfect.


  A terror swept through him. “You operated on me without my knowing it!” If this had been done, perhaps other changes were also effected.


  “No,” the Galani said, “we have not touched you. Your body has merely overcome a physical, muscular disability. We Martians have long studied the operation of racial memory and instinct, and have come to understand such matters which are utterly beyond the comprehension of Earthmen. Life—whether Martian or Earthian, or other—strives constantly for perfection, and for the evasion or postponement of disintegration. The long life of the Galani is due not to any peculiar structure of our cells, but to the fine control which our minds have over our body. You Earthmen had often approached the secret in the religious cults which believed that “sickness is error; there is no death”; but your undeveloped brains were unable fully to master your physical constituent particles. In your case, Gideon, your brain came to your aid in a critical moment when you needed sight so badly. Just as men under pressure find increased strength and endurance, so in the same way your mind can control and shape your body, when urgently necessary.”


  Mel-El-Aben’s words fell on deaf ears for the eyes of the three Earthmen were fastened upon the screens. They waited, in fascinated horror, for the bombs to land upon Mars. Would that hour never end? The red globe of Mars shone so hugely upon the screen.


  “Zero hour minus ten minutes,” the mechanical voice from the control board rang out.


  Gideon felt the nape of his neck quiver with excitement. Mel-El-Aben was still talking about instinct, but Gideon did not listen. It seemed that the Galani was trying to tell him something—to prod his memory and bring out knowledge forgotten or not yet remembered.


  “The newborn child,” the Martian said, “possesses all the instincts of his species—but these do not manifest themselves at once. As the body grows, so do the instinctual capabilities. Some instincts, for example, will lie dormant until maturity; are you listening to me, Gideon?”


  The rocket-bombers were nearing their destination and in a few minutes the rain of death would fall upon the planet. Gideon felt a surge of excitement, and his head began to ache. He reached for some aspirins in the medical chest near the control-board; a stabbing pain jabbed through his skull, from forehead to back and dipping down in the center as if reaching for his soul. The shock sent him gasping.


  “Zero minus five.”


  Gideon leaned weakly against his seat. McDonough’s eyes were also closed as if in pain. Mel-El-Aben’s sighted tentacles turned from one to the other, while Hastings stared at the screens showing Mars’ huge red form waiting for the bombs.


  THE PAIN came in shocking throbs.


  Brain tumor, he thought. He had read enough to know the symptoms. It was hard to think clearly. Ideas flashed through a pain-wracked mind. They were confused ideas and images, wordless thoughts seemingly without meaning and then suddenly a strange significance. He thought he saw the beginnings of life from primeval slime, and the long, long drive of the cell to shape itself and to fight against a hostile world. He saw the cell split and become two and then four and eight. He saw this mathematical progression through the ages of life struggled to develop and to master a world that sought to destroy it.


  The evolution and growth of a species began to have a meaning and a purpose he had never suspected. He began to feel one with the primeval cell and the millions and billions of living forms that stretched across the panorama of endless centuries. The drama of life spanned untold years and new suns grew old while the struggle for life continued.


  “Zero minus four.”


  Gideon shook himself. Only one minute had passed but it seemed like uncounted years. Something clawed at his brain as if unformed thoughts were striving for expression. He looked at McDonough. The Chief’s face was drawn and lines of pain were marked on him—as if he, too, were going through some inner struggle. Only Hastings was serene and confident as he watched the screen and saw the rockets maneuver over Mars for their pre-calculated positions. In a few minutes the flashes would come and the surface of that red world would be wiped clean of its civilization.


  “The Galani have lost forever.” Mel-El-Aben, dying member of a doomed race, glanced from McDonough to Gideon. “Have we?” he asked.


  Gideon tried to ignore the pain in his head. “What do you mean?”


  Mel-El-Aben paused, watching the screen.


  “Zero minus three.”


  “Is it not strange,” Aben said, “how vanity and conceit form so large a part of Earthian psychologies? Could you not guess that the racial memory each of us have would make it forever impossible for any of us to accept Earth’s rule over our planet? Was it not clear that eventually our superior minds would find some way to destroy your race and make ours survive—no matter the cost?”


  “You did find the method,” McDonough said; “the transplantation of your minds into our bodies. We have discovered that and will now destroy you. We have won the battle.”


  “Zero minus two.”


  “But have you!” Mel-El-Aben said triumphantly. “How long,” he demanded, “do you think we have been in possession of the technique for transplantation?”


  “Twenty years,” Gideon said hesitantly. There was something here that cast a shadow over his soul. Uncertainty gripped him as he waited for the answer.


  “No! No! No!” Aben said, his weakened tentacles quivering from excitement; “not twenty years but for two hundred and fifty!”


  “That’s a lie!” McDonough answered sharply; “we would have known! We would have found the Suspects sooner.”


  “Vanity and conceit!” Aben said. “You cannot accept the fact that we had made long-range plans for your destruction and for the inevitable victory of the Galani way of life. It was only when we began to enlarge our operations—to include the smuggling of Galani physicians on a large scale to Earth, that you discovered a secret that we kept for over two centuries!”


  “Zero Minus One!”


  MEL-EL-ABEN said, “For two hundred and fifty years, we have eaten away at the core of the human race. We have transplanted our brains and souls into your bodies. How could you recognize those of us who become Earthmen in every outward visible form? We lived your lives; acted your lives; even thought like you. We even bred children!”


  “Stand by for explosions!”


  “Yes! Suspects bear children and those sons and daughter are Galani! The God-given gift which will save us from annihilation is ours at last. Two hundred and fifty years—eight generations of births, deaths, and marriages. Those of us who earned transplantation to human bodies became mortal and died as you died—but they had children whose brains and instincts are Galani!”


  The words were like bullets aimed at Gideon and McDonough. Gideon realized at last why Mel-El-Aben had been so interested in him, and why his own father had repeatedly told him to avoid passing judgment on the Galani. “I knew his father quite well . . .” Mel-El-Aben bad said to Dr. Fellbank. James Gideon’s father was a Suspect; that human body he knew and loved possessed a Martian Galani brain.


  “You know what hybrids are,” Mel-El-Aben said, “but do you know which characteristics can be inherited and which cannot when a Galani brain occupies a human body? We know! Neither your X-rays nor your truth-serums will work on the children of Suspects, but we know!


  “When does instinct manifest itself? When the species is in danger! The racial memories which lie dormant in all the children and all the descendants of Suspects will come to the fore when needed. You, Gideon! You, McDonough! You, the billions throughout the world who think yourselves Earthmen! Listen to this: our racial memory is in you. It will come to each man and woman when he and she reach maturity. You, who are the children of Suspects—and there are billions of you—you who are the descendants of this new hybrid—half-man, half-Galani, listen to me! You are Martian! Martian! Martian!”


  “Bombs away! Bombs away! Bombs away!”


  THE SCREENS turned a brilliant red as the planet met the deadly barrage of atomic weapons. The Galani cities were blasted and the surface scarred by the terrible, shattering explosions. One by one, the death-dealing mushroom clouds spread over the crimson planet and radioactive dust covered the fields spreading ever wider. The holocaust smashed the cities and erased life from the plains. Mars, Mars the Eternal, was dead.


  Gideon’s thoughts sped back to childhood. He remembered the sad voice of his father, alone among Earthmen whom he did not understand: “Remember me when you realize what you are. and what I am. There will be millions like you. You will not be alone.”’


  He knew now that the invasion was complete. The shock of the destruction of Mars would rouse the latent instinct of every man and woman who, like himself, was descended from a Galani-occupied human being. The knowledge of the history of Mars—incredibly old—swept over him, and the acquired knowledge of Earth—hurriedly gleaned from dull books—faded away.


  He looked at the red, hellish screens that showed the death of the world. With pity he turned his eyes to the body of Mel-El-Aben, who had died. In McDonough’s eyes he saw friendship and understanding; both of them now shared the racial memories of a species countless millions of years old. They looked at Hastings, poor weak Earthman, ignorant and useless. Let us spare him, Gideon thought, for there are few like him now. They, the Suspects, would destroy the minority of Earthmen.


  “We have won,” he said to himself, “despite the destruction of our native planet, Mars.”


  “I,” said James Gideon in whose now flooded the memories of long dead ancestors, “am proud to be a Galani.”


  Little Green Men


  Noel Loomis


  The little green man claimed he represented the population of the Cold Belt, here on Uranus—all five of them. And he wanted the Earthlings to depart at once . . .


  THE LITTLE green man with the pink eyebrows and the peacockfeather tail appeared upon the porcelain bench in the chemical laboratory. “I am giving you,” he told Engar, “‘one last warning. If you Earthpeople don’t get this station off of Uranus within three days, I am going to take steps.”


  He talked with a peculiar bird-like whistle, and his appearance was so odd, that Engar never had been able entirely to get rid of the feeling that the being was talking to hear his head rattle—except for the little man’s golden eyes.


  Ordinarily, those eyes were soft and gentle, and in keeping with his general appearance; but at this moment, the little man was obviously angry. His golden eyes were burning with a strange fire that gave Engar a very uncomfortable feeling. Surely there was nothing the being man could do to injure Earth-people—but he seemed so sure of himself.


  Engar, sitting on his chromium stool with the tape-recorder log before him, watching the shifting colors up and down the hundred-foot ion-exchange columns, as the rare-earth solutions seeped clown through the synthetic resins, was distinctly uncomfortable. He squirmed a little on the stool, making a mental note that No. 3 column was about ready for a draw-off; he mustn’t let the little man distract him, for this draw-off would be chemically pure praesodymium—the end toward which the columns had been working for weeks.


  “I am afraid,” the other man said—and his bird-like voice went up an octave—“that you are not giving serious attention to my words.”


  “Yes, I am,” replied Engar, watching the peach-colored ring beginning to form near the bottom of the column. He looked up at the little green man and started to protest his friendship, but the light from those golden eyes was too intense for him; he had to look away. “After all,” he said, “I’m only a laboratory-technician here.”


  “Technically,” the Uranian said, “you are telling the truth; but morally you are evading the fact that you are a very high-type man for an Earthman.”


  Engar was a proud young man, but also rather modest. He didn’t answer, but kept his eyes on the column and its shifting colors.


  “It would be obvious to anybody but a Frogman, that Earth would send only the pick of her scientists to an outpost like this.”


  “That might be true,” Engar agreed, “but it still is a fact that I am actually nothing but a worker here.”


  “You have a superior, haven’t you?”


  “Yes,” said Engar, seeing now, instead of the ion-exchange column, the heart-shaped face of Corinne Madison, with her black hair and dean white skin, and her constant attempts to be business-like, instead of feminine. One look at Corinne was enough to tell anybody that such a transformation was hardly suited to her—and Engar had taken that look. “But she would not have authority to dismantle the plant here.”


  “Then somebody back on Earth has,” the being said, and his insistence began to be annoying. Suddenly Engar wished he would go away; it was utterly ridiculous that such a creature should be making threats. After all, Earth had attained a technological development far beyond anything found in the Solar System. Of course, there were individuals—and seven species here and there on the various planets—who had some rather unusual personal powers; but those, on the whole, were as nothing compared to the combined resources of Earth technology. For a moment Engar was tempted to speak sharply to the little man and get rid of him; but then he remembered they were constrained to be courteous to all peoples no matter what the circumstances. He said, “Very well; I will relay your message to Earth.”


  THE LITTLE man’s voice went down to its normal tone. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”


  Engar was getting ready to touch the button to set the draw-off in motion. “Your day,” he pointed out, “is less than eleven hours, and it will take around three hours for a message to make a one-way trip to Earth by microwave. Two billion miles, you see, is a long distance, and—”


  “Six hours for communication!” the little man snapped, and added, “Tomorrow will give you plenty of time anyway.”


  “They will have to think it over there on Earth,” Engar pointed out.


  The little man’s golden eyes began radiating again with a brilliance that hurt Engar. “You call yourselves a race of intelligent creatures. Does it take days, then, for your great minds to reach a decision?”


  It was apparent that the Uranian, living in a portion of the big planet where there were few other inhabitants—if any—would have difficulty understanding how things were done on Earth, where conferences to be called and men from all parts of the Earth had to meet for a matter such as this. Furthermore, it was scarcely conceivable that Earth, after spending twenty years and several billion dollars preparing for this work, would reverse herself and withdraw the entire installation at the behest of one little green man. As a matter of fact, Engar had no idea that the station’s director would even transmit such a message to Earth.


  There was one other factor to be considered: the ion-exchange columns represented Engar Jarvin’s life-work. Ion-exchange was his specialty; he had studied it exhaustively; that was why he had been picked for the station on Uranus. The huge, hundred-foot columns with their ten-thousand gallon charges that lasted for weeks, were his special babies; he couldn’t go away and leave them. And there was the minor and personal factor: how would he ever be able to pick up his career back on Earth, if he left this station for no reason that would bear explanation? Hard-headed scientists on Earth would never accept his story of the little green man—and nobody else had seen the Uranian. No, back on Earth they would be very polite, but at their luncheons they would say in casual tones, “Engar Jarvin cracked up out there on Uranus. Too bad. He was headed for a great career.”


  Well—Engar took a deep breath. What he wanted to do right now was get rid of the little man without making him angry. He liked the being—had liked him ever since the first day the little man had appeared in the laboratory out of nowhere to ask questions; Engar had answered him courteously because, after all, the little man had been on Uranus first. At least, Engar assumed that.


  THE SELENIUM-CELL flashed a warning, and Engar started the draw-off. Then he looked up at the little man. “Who shall I say is requesting our—er—withdrawal from Uranus?” he asked.


  “Nolos.”


  “It would help,” Engar suggested, “if I could say that you represent some substantial body of Uranians.”


  Nolos began to fume. “Naturally, I cannot represent the Spiders who live in the warm-spot: you may say I represent the Cold Belt of Uranus.”


  “About how many citizens?”


  “All five of them.”


  “Did you say five?”


  “Five.”


  Engar sighed. There was so little ground for understanding between them that it was hopeless. Five opposed to five billion! “I will give your message to my director,” Engar said finally.


  Nolos seemed somewhat mollified. “I shall be back in exactly three days,” he announced, and added, “The most stupid person in the ten planets should be able to make up his mind in that length of time.”


  The draw-off had started. Engar watched the peach-colored liquid pouring out of the spigot at the base of the column for a moment. Then, puzzled, he looked up at Nolos. How did Nolos know there were ten planets? It was the year 2402, and Stygia had been discovered less than fifty years before; Engar felt certain the being had had no contact with humans until Engar, himself, had come with the first shipment of material to establish the station on Uranus.


  The Earthman remembered what a headache he had had, trying to check in all tire stuff; moving around through Uranus’ methane atmosphere with a plastic-bubble over his head; dreading almost constantly the red flash of his indicators that would mean his heating power had gone off—for Uranus’ temperature at the surface was minus nearly four hundred degrees Fahrenheit. It was so cold, that all the ammonia in Uranus atmosphere had frozen solid, long ago; if the power supply in a suit-heater went off, a man had better start running at top speed for the dome.


  One workman had seen the red flash, but had finished lifting a shovelful of dirt—frozen ammonia—and then started to walk to the dome. He hadn’t made it; it was less than fifty feet, but by the time they got him picked up he was like a stone statue, only not as heavy.


  That was one good thing about Uranus: although it was five times the diameter of Earth, its density was considerably less; and owing to its size, gravitational pull at the surface was about equal to that on Earth.


  ENGAR REMEMBERED how they had put the body in the outer hold of one of the supply-cruisers for shipment back to Earth. He had thought it a long way to send a body just for burial, but there was sentiment to be considered; the man had a family. Besides, the ships wouldn’t have loads going back, anyway.


  He had watched the blazing trail of the rockets in their trans-orbital arc—a path of foaming red and yellow flame through the sea-green atmosphere—and he wondered then how many more men would go back to Earth the same way. He sat on a camp-stool in the dome, after everybody else had gone to bed, with his log in his lap; that was when the little green man had appeared out of nowhere. He stood just inside the plastic door of the dome, his golden eyes glowing, and Engar wondered fleetingly how he had come through the cold.


  The peacock-feathered tail spread wide and the being said, “What are you doing here?”


  It had taken Engar aback for a moment, because the surveyors’ reports had shown no living entities on Uranus proper, except for the big Spiders who lived in Uranus’ only warm spot—which was. fifty thousand miles away, near the pole that pointed always toward the Sun.


  Engar studied the little man, as much as he could do so politely, observing the sea-greenness of his skin, the pink of his eyebrows, the bird-like whistle of his talk, and realizing at last that the little man had spoken Earthlanguage. Then he realized, too, that the little man had asked him a question.


  “Earth has been forced to go to other planets for many of the rare elements,” said Engar; “it happens that Uranus is peculiarly rich in some of them.”


  “Which ones?”


  “All of the rare earths—especially praesodymium.”


  “What good is praesodymium to you?”


  “With its molecules properly aligned by the application of very high-voltage and high-frequency current, and when properly alloyed with certain other elements, it forms a substance that acts as a gravitational shield.”


  “Why,” asked the little man, “do you need to protect yourselves from gravity?”


  “So we can, for instance, go to other planets.”


  The other looked disgusted. “You want praesodymium—so you can go to other planets to find more praesodymium; is that it?”


  “It rather sounds like an oversimplification,” said Engar.


  “I am beginning to wonder,” the being retorted, “if anything can be made too simple for the mind of an. Earthman.”


  But Engar pointed out, “I am hardly responsible for the forces that move Earthmen; they do as they do, and they always have done that way.”


  “That,” said the little man, “is the first sensible statement you have made.”


  Engar kept discreetly silent.


  The little man fanned his tail out a couple of times. Then he said, “I don’t know if I’m going to like it. We’ll wait and see.”


  He appeared a number of times after that—always when Engar was alone. He talked rather generally, but always with that air of condescension that was hard to put a finger on—perhaps because it seemed, well, justified. And occasionally he asked some very sharp questions—especially when the tall ion-exchange columns went up; and either he knew what Engar was talking about, or he didn’t have the faintest idea, for he did not pursue the subject of ion-exchange. He seemed more interested in Earthmen as individuals.


  He appeared a number of times, and there were several things he didn’t like: the big shovels biting through Uranus’ frozen-ammonia soil to get at the rare-earth minerals beneath; the rocket ships with their reaction-motors searing great molten paths along Uranus’ surface; the waste-gases from the processing-plant at the station. But, Engar recalled, the little man had not become wrought up until about the time Corinne Madison came to the station as director. Perhaps the being man had felt Engar’s own perturbation over that—for Corinne was two years younger than Engar; and certainly with no better background. Engar had resented it for a while, and it was during that period that the little green man had begun to talk in an unfriendly manner.


  NOW ENGAR looked at him, wondering just what the Uranian thought he could do against Earth’s technology. Nolos was ruffling his tail feathers; the “eyes” in the feathers grew larger and more irridescent, until they shone like fire: then the being collapsed them, and Engar knew he was getting ready to go back to wherever he had come from.


  He did. Engar glanced at the column and saw that the draw-off was nearly complete; his finger went to the button. When he looked up again, the little man was gone. Engar stopped the draw-off, feeling rather pleased with the operation of the ion-exchange column. He thought that this batch—some twenty liters—when distilled would be a very good grade of praesodymium, usable without further refining. He checked the columns and saw that presently No. 6 would be ready for a draw-off too.


  But the pneumatic door to the director’s office whispered, and Corinne Madison came out, walking rather hard on her heels. “Mr. Jarvin,” she said crisply, “I have asked you before to notify me when you are contemplating any sort of activity that will generate intensive radiation.”


  Engar looked up at her. Her black hair was glossy against the white starched linen of her jacket, and she knew how to make good use of it too, for—


  “Mr. Jarvin!” Her brown eyes narrowed.


  “Yes, Miss Madison?” He glanced at No. 6 column and set the warning cell, then stood up. He couldn’t help it if he was a head taller than she was.


  Now she had to bend her head back to look at him.


  “As you well know,” he said, “there is no radiation connected with the ion-exchange columns.”


  “I know a number of things,” she said indignantly, “and none of them are good.”


  “Please enumerate, Miss Madison.”


  “One,” she said, “you superintended the construction of this entire plant. Two, you designed and built the ion-exchange columns. Three, you are well aware of your importance on Uranus. Four, you resented my coming here as your superior. Five, I have no doubt you could make those columns radiate if you chose to. Six, you are too damned handsome, and you know it!”


  He looked down at her and took a full breath. For a moment he felt like putting his arms around her, but restrained himself; after all, she was his boss, and one did not go around hugging one’s boss, did one—or did one? He was unable at the moment to recall a comparable situation.


  SHE WENT on, “This is the third time hard radiation has thrown my calculator out of adjustment and this time I have traced it to you, Mr. Jarvin!” Triumphantly she held up a five-by-seven negative. “You can see for yourself.”


  He glanced at it. “Those streaks do look like radiation, Miss, but—”


  “After the last time, when it became apparent that someone was deliberately creating trouble for me, I began to investigate, Mr. Jarvin. I found, among other things, that you yourself—at one time—expected to be made director of this station.”


  “But—”


  “Don’t try to alibi,” she said. “I know now that you would stoop to any sort of scurvy trick to get me out of here. I do not doubt that you would even try to get the post closed entirely, if you thought you could—just to get rid of me.”


  He began to feel uncomfortable.


  “It may interest you to know my own reasons for coming to Uranus, Mr. Jarvin.”


  “It certainly would,” he said warmly. “A lone girl—and, I might say, a beautiful girl—asking to be sent to Uranus with seventeen men—”


  She colored, and he hastened on. “Certainly your conduct is above reproach, Miss Madison, but it does seem a long way for a young girl to come from Hollywood and Vine.”


  “I certainly did not come here from Hollywood,” she informed him. “I was a nuclear physicist at the University of California, and I had some ideas to work out in regard to a catalyst that would change fission-energy into some form of energy besides heat—so that it could be used directly as a powersource. Do you follow me?”


  “I rather think so,” he murmured, watching the movements of her expressive lips.


  “It was essential that I establish a laboratory at some place where there would be no interference from radiation originating in, or caused by, the Sun. This plant was being installed, and I applied for a post here, expecting to do my experimental work in my spare time. And I assure you, Mr. Jarvin, that I was quite astonished when they appointed me director of the plant. They told me it was the only post open that would give me time to pursue my other work.”


  He nodded, watching her.


  “I was also astonished when I reached here to find that I was to be over the man who had built the plant; but I assumed the board back on Earth knew what it was doing, and I went to work. Then various little annoyances cropped up, culminating in the radiation that makes it impossible to use my calculator. So the last time this disturbance happened,” she informed him, “I laid a trap. I put film at various places around the walls—and here is the proof. This negative was in the center of my wall on your side, Mr. Jarvin.”


  Engar glanced at No. 6 and saw there was plenty of time left. “I’m very sorry, Miss Madison, but I know nothing about it,” he said at last.


  “It took you long enough to think up that evasion,” she retorted.


  HE ANSWERED slowly. “Miss Madison, my life-work is bound up in these columns; it is my duty to make them do the job they were designed for. Otherwise I know nothing about all this.” He took the negative and examined it more closely. “There is more hard radiation,” he conceded again. “Not enough to bother anyone who has had a full immunization, of course, but certainly enough to throw your calculator off.”


  “Of that fact,” she said icily, “I am well aware. What I want to know is. what are you going to do about it?”


  He said without much hope, “I’ll go over the ion-exchange lab, but I don’t think it will turn up anything.”


  “Probably not,” she said acidulously.


  “Why don’t you come in and check for yourself?”


  “How do you think it would look,” she asked, “for the director of the Earth-station on Uranus to run around with a Geiger counter looking for stray radiation?”


  He assumed it was a rhetorical question. “I’m just trying to be helpful.”


  Too late he saw that she was furious. The fire rose in those brown and she did not back away an “The next time this happens, Mr. Jarvin, I shall expect your resignation.”


  He opened his mouth but closed it again, kept his indignation in check. “This is a strange planet, Miss; I would suggest we do not know all about it.”


  Her grim smile was his answer. He kept his lips tightly closed. She spun on one high heel and marched stiffly from the room. He watched the many colors and hues from the columns reflected from the stiff white starch of her uniform as she passed them, and he wondered what was throwing her calculator out of adjustment.


  He picked up the negative from his bench as he sat down. There was plenty of hard radiation—the straight marks of gamma rays; the curved lines of charged particles; the sprayed burst of a large atom hit head-on by a cosmotron. He frowned and laid the negative down. No. 14 was giving an alarm. He thought it likely that the next day or so would be very busy for him, for all of the columns had been charged at about the same time. . . .


  l


  It was the next day—Uranian day, that is—before he remembered the little green man with the pink eyebrows—Nolos, he bad called himself. By that time Engar was tired and sleepy and hardly able to think clearly; but he remembered Nolos’ warning, and he also remembered Corinne Madison’s ultimatum over the radiation. One thing was quite certain: after Corinne’s statement that she thought he would go to any length to get rid of her, or words to that effect, it was not even to be hoped that she would entertain the idea of sending a message suggesting discontinuance of the station. . . .


  TWO DAYS later the columns were working down through the salts of illinium; Engar was beginning to relax, when the little green man appeared again.


  “Hello,” said Engar. “Glad to see you.”


  “Are you indeed,” asked Nolos. His golden, glowing eyes took in the ion-exchange laboratory at a glance. “You are still operating the columns,” he said in his bird-like voice. “Am I to assume that the answer from Earth was negative?”


  Engar swallowed, then allowed himself the luxury of prevarication. After all, it was what the answer would have been anyway. “I am afraid so,” he said.


  The peacock-feather tail opened up and pulsed slowly, but. the little man’s golden eyes did not burn as they had the time before. “I am sorry,” Nolos said finally. “It is going to take a terrific expenditure of energy by the five of us to get you off of Uranus.”


  Engar looked at the being’s wide-fanning tail and then at the glowing eyes; he felt uneasy. “I don’t understand why you are so set against our being here. I know there are some things you don’t like, but we aren’t actually hurting you. are we?”


  “Not too much—right now,” conceded Nolos, “but what about tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “Today you want praesodymium. Perhaps tomorrow you will want ammonia. What will happen to Uranus, then? Isn’t Earth’s history one continuous record of a people wanting something owned by somebody else?”


  Engar frowned. “It is true that Earth-people as a whole are aggressive. But that is a biological drive, and not something we can put down at will. Moreover, there are many of us who think that eventually that drive will be turned to good use for the entire Solar System.”


  But Nolos did not seem to be interested in argument. He disappeared, . . .


  l


  It was two days later that the head man on the big shovels, Chuck Delbert, came into the ion-exchange lab pulling off his heated gloves. “I thought you might be interested, Mr. Jarvin, in something that’s going on out there, seeing that you’re the oldest man in the place and sort of daddy to the station.”


  “I am interested in everything around here,” said Engar. “After all, we know very little about Uranus, and whenever there is a chance to increase that knowledge—”


  “Well,” said Chuck, “it’s like this; there’s stuff growing out of that frozen ammonia.”


  “Growing?”


  Chuck nodded positively. “Growing.”


  “What kind of stuff?”


  “Grass,” said Chuck. “Red grass.” Engar stared at him. “Red?”


  “Like this here.” A blade of grass lay in Chuck’s big palm. It was wide and coarse, and it was red. Engar took it thoughtfully. “I don’t understand,” he said. “The chlorophyl reaction—”


  “Me neither,” said Chuck. “My business Is running the shovels. Just thought you’d like to know.”


  “I’m very much interested,” said Engar studying the blade of grass. “Thanks for bringing it in. If there are any further developments, I’d be pleased to hear about them.”


  Chuck was on his way to the lockers with his bubble under his arm. “I’ll let you know, Mr. Jarvin.”


  ENGAR NODDED. He was already absorbed in the blade. He took it to a microscope and found out it was exactly like any other grass-blade, except that it was red. Of course there were many plants on Earth that turned red in the fall. He glanced at the thermometer: it showed three hundred and sixty-one below. Not exactly Indian summer, he thought wryly. Anyway, this stuff was just starting to grow, and it was growing out of frozen ammonia. He laid the leaf on the porcelain bench. It seemed to turn darker; it began to curl. Suddenly it ignited and went up in a puff of flame.


  Engar nodded. Entirely to be expected.


  He drew the tape log toward him, but a crisp voice came from behind, “Mr. Jarvin, you are not a botanist, are you?”


  He turned to Corinne Madison. “No, I am not,” he said.


  “I am,” she said. “Botany was my minor. Furthermore, I do not like things going on behind my back.”


  “I only—”


  She held out a very small white hand. “The blade of grass, please.”


  He bit his lower lip rather softly. “I am afraid it is too late.”


  Her hand dropped to her side. Her eyes flashed. “Why is it too late, Mr. Jarvin?” He pointed to the bench and the tiny pile of ashes.


  She drew herself up. “This is rank insubordination, Mr. Jarvin.”


  “You would hardly expect a leaf that survived outside, there, to retain its composition under what must—to it—be a pretty hot fire. Remember, there is a difference of anywhere up to five hundred degrees.”


  “No,” she said, “I would not expect it; nor would I expect red grass to grow out of frozen ammonia.”


  Engar looked down. “It’s a strange planet, Miss, and we know very little—”


  “I think you’ve told me that before. I do not want to have trouble with you, Mr. Jarvin. The next time something like this occurs, I expect to be notified before—not after—the cremation.”


  He didn’t answer. It was not a situation that lent itself to an answer. If she had not had such white skin and such black hair—he sighed. But he thought probably he did have a limit, and he wondered if Miss Madison was not pushing him toward


  l


  Two days later Chuck Delbert was In again, a frown between his eyes. “That red grass,” he said, lifting the bubble over his head, “is getting thicker. The whole plain outside is covered with it.”


  “In which direction. Chuck?”


  “All directions. I took the ice-sled and made a run around the dome. There’s a regular field of it.”


  “Can you tell how far it reaches from the dome?”


  “A long ways—beyond the searchlights, anyway.”


  “It may be a sort of seasonal thing,” said Engar.


  “It wasn’t here last year.”


  “Well, no . . . but seasons may be quite different on Uranus. It takes this planet eighty-four of our years to go around the Sun, so the seasons might be much longer.”


  “Yeah, maybe. It’s funny,” said Chuck. “The grass seems to be sort of closing in on the dome.”


  “That might be your imagination.”


  “Not me,” said Chuck; “my teachers always said I never had no imagination a-tall.”


  THAT EVENING, when the columns were quiet for a while, Engar got up in the observation post in the top of the dome and turned on the big searchlight. He probed the Uranian darkness in all directions. Everywhere it was the same—a frozen white plain, level and vast. Except for one thing: the red grass, that looked black in the light, was within two hundred yards on all sides.


  It startled Engar; he didn’t quite know what to make of it. The red grass was almost like an advancing army. Miss Madison’s voice, in his ear, startled him more. “I hope there is a good reason for this juvenile playing with the searchlight. Mr. Jarvin.”


  He looked down at her. At first he was annoyed. But the tiny space at the top of the dome necessitated their being quite close together, and he overlooked his annoyance. “It is not necessary constantly to assert your authority with me, Miss Madison,” he said gently, and pointed at the fringe of red grass. “I don’t like it,” he said.


  She stared, swung the small telescope into position and focused it. Finally she announced, “It does seem to be red grass, Mr. Jarvin, but is that anything to get excited about? After all, you’ve said yourself it’s a strange planet.”


  He smiled. “Those were my exact words, I believe. However”—he turned sober—“there is the business of the little green man.”


  “The little what!”


  He rubbed his chin with the back, of his wrist, frowning in the direction of the searchlight’s beam. “I don’t ask you to believe this, Miss Madison; it’s fantastic.”


  “I am becoming used to fantasy,” she told him.


  “This little man with the pink eyebrows and peacock-feather tail—”


  “An utterly horrid combination, Mr. Jarvin.” She suppressed a half-smile. “Could it be that your imagination is playing tricks on you?”


  He looked at her and took a deep breath. “Perhaps you are right; I’ll keep it to myself.”


  “You have aroused my curiosity. Do continue, please.”


  “He started appearing soon after we landed here with the first shipload of supplies, and he usually shows up about once a week.”


  “Coming from where—the great frozen outside?” she asked gaily.


  “I don’t know; he said he was a Uranian.”


  “I notice you speak Uranian with a slight accent, Mr. Jarvin.”


  His eyes narrowed. “If you are trying to provoke me,” he said, “you are closer to success than you might believe.”


  She smiled archly. “What would you do, Mr. Jarvin, if I provoked you?”


  “That’s hard to answer; I can’t seem to recall a comparable situation.”


  “Do you mean you’ve never been provoked?”


  He answered cautiously, “Not enough to do anything—desperate, at least not since I was a kid.”


  She led the way down the ladder. She was wearing a white nylon blouse, and her shoulders looked very nice in it. “Now tell me more about the little green man, Mr. Jarvin?”


  “He was here about a week ago and demanded that we abandon the station,” Engar said. “I told him it wouldn’t be done without authority from Earth. He demoded that I send a message asking that authority.” Engar looked down at Corinne. “Then you stormed in, and I decided it was best not to mention it just then.” He stopped, looking away.


  “And—” she prompted.


  “He appeared again and said he would have to take steps, or something to that effect.”


  She studied him as if trying to decide whether to believe him. Then she looked at the plastic walls of the dome. “I doubt,” she said, “that the red grass has any power to harm our station.” . . .


  BUT A FEW days later the red grass was growing out of the frozen ammonia at the very edge of the plastic dome. “The thing I do not understand,” said Miss Madison, “is where it gets energy for growth.”


  Engar took a step toward her. She was very lovable when she wasn’t trying to assert authority. But at that moment he heard the whistle of the air-chamber, and a few moments later Chuck Delbert appeared. His forehead was wrinkled with trying to understand something that was beyond him. “There’s plants growing out there, now, Mr. Jarvin—red plants.”


  “Red plants?” asked Corinne.


  “Yes, ma’am. They seem to be growing toward the dome. A quarter of a mile away they are just breaking through the ground; but at the limits of the searchlight they look as high as a man. They have big, droopy leaves, and there seems to be a kind of golden glow comes from the middle somewhere.”


  Engar remembered the being’s eyes. “A glow,” he said thoughtfully.


  Within another week, they could pick up the strange plants in the searchlight from the observation tower. It was about time for a new series of drawoffs from the ion-exchange columns, but Engar took time out to study the plants with Corinne. “They’re coming closer,” he told her.


  She began to look worried. “What can we do?”


  “Nothing right now,” he said.


  The plants came closer. They began, one might say, to burst into bloom. As they matured, they emanated that golden glow from the top, and the Earthpeople soon found that they were not able to watch it closely. The brilliance was unendurable.


  Then came the day when Chuck Delbert’s men started out, took a turn in the four-hundred-below temperature, and came clattering back with their big mechanical shovels.


  Corinne met Chuck at the airlock. “Why are you back?”


  Chuck set a small black box on the table. “Look at that counter, Miss Madison; our contract specifically states that we are not to work in radiation like that.”


  She glanced at the paper chart, and frowned at the extreme height of the recording line. “Why, this is more than an immunized person can stand; this is up to ten roentgens a day.”


  “That’s what I’m sayin’, Miss.”


  “Very well,” she said. “You may take the day off.”


  Engar looked at the chart over her shoulder. “Where’s it coming from?” he wondered.


  She looked outside. “From the plants, I suppose; that golden glow may be the signal of some sort of nuclear action.”


  Engar was watching No. 8 column with one eye.


  “You’d better take care of your draw-off, Mr. Jarvin. I’ll see if I can work out the answer to this.”


  He nodded, moving toward the button. The peach-colored band didn’t look right to him. Vaguely he heard through the open door to the director’s office, the soft shuttling and clicking of the calculator, than an exclamation of exasperation from Miss Madison. But he did not have time to investigate. The calculator was giving her trouble again, but he had to watch the colorbands on No. 8.


  The peach-colored band turned unexpectedly to a sort of gray-brown. Engar frowned and shook his head.


  He got out his own counter. The gamma discharge was rising toward the danger-zone; the neutron line was beginning to go up. He went to Miss Madison’s office. She was not there. The black box was still on her desk. She had been trying to operate the calculator, but a forest of tiny red lights indicated that it was completely out of adjustment.


  He looked around. The door to her personal locker was open, and her space-suit was gone. He ran out. The big pumps were thumping, and the gauge on the compression-chamber showed a build-up that would keep out the deadly methane when the outer door was opened. Engar pounded on the wall. “Don’t do that!” he shouted.


  Of course she couldn’t hear him. He ran to his locker and got into his suit and put on the bubble. He saw that the heating-unit was working. By that time the airlock was empty; he closed it and stepped inside and started the pumps.


  A MOMENT later he was outside.


  He saw her in the glow from his breast-lamp, leaning into the strong wind, walking toward the red plants. The frozen ammonia was slippery, but he hurried. The nearest sun-plant was two hundred yards away, and she was halfway there, a small, slender figure bending against the Uranian wind. He reached her, and put a hand on her arm. “Come back,” he said.


  She pulled away and looked at him through the bubble. Her voice in the suit-com sounded odd and a little frantic. “I’ve got to have a specimen of that plant.”


  He shook his head. “If you get close enough to touch one,” he said, “the radioactive poisons will kill you.”


  He was standing between her and the plants. She looked over his shoulder, then back at the dome, and seemed resigned. He relaxed, and at the same time she darted around him.


  At that moment the dome’s searchlights came on and lighted up the entire area. There was the field of red plants growing out of the frozen white ammonia, and from each full-grown plant emanated that intense golden glow.


  He ran after her, but she was quick on her feet. She was reaching toward a red leaf when he caught her. She tried to pull away, but this time he held her firmly. They slipped and slid on the ice, but he didn’t turn loose. Finally she quit fighting, but she was so furious her face was white. He got them both into the airlock. He was puffing a little. He turned on the pumps.


  When they walked out into the ion lab she faced him. “I don’t suppose you would care to know why I went out there.”


  “Of course I would,” he said, fascinated by her color.


  “Those plants,” she said, “those red plants must have a catalyst corresponding to chlorophyl.”


  “Chlorophyl turns sunlight into plant-energy—sugars and so on,” he remembered.


  “You get an A,” she said sarcastically. “But out here on Uranus there is very little sunlight. The energy has to come from somewhere else—frozen ammonia—and the red color indicates a catalyst that enables the plant to turn ammonia into fission-energy.”


  “The little green man was right,” Engar said sadly. “As soon as you find out how to do that, then Earth will start digging up Uranus’ ammonia and hauling it away.”


  CHUCK DELBERT was coming down from the observation-tower; he looked at them curiously, and went across the lab into the mechanics’ quarters.


  Corinne began to storm again. “Is it necessary that you take such a narrow view? If that red catalyst will turn ammonia into nuclear energy, then it probably will provide a clue to the reverse-reaction—or to such things as turning nuclear energy directly into electrical energy or something else that we can use. With nuclear energy available, we could use sunlight. There must be some way to use radiant energy directly—and those plants hold the answer!”


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “You would not live more than a few days, if at all, after you touched one of those plants. Even if the nuclear reaction is carried on by no more than a pin-point of matter, the radiation would be deadly—to say nothing of the heat.”


  Her tone changed unexpectedly. “You know,” she said, “that these plants are coming closer and closer. It is only a question of a very short time until the radiation in the dome itself will be at a level which we cannot stand for more than a few hours. And what will be left for me then? You and I both will lose our positions and will be discredited. I want something to make up for it; a catalyst, such as those plants contain, would be the answer.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s important to me, too—but neither one of us will be worth much dead.”


  “What about the sun-plants? We can’t even stop them.”


  “Yes, I think we can.” He went to the laboratory bench and looked in the cabinet beneath. “Yes, I think we can stop them. We must stop them if we want to live.”


  He spent the next half-hour up in the observation-tower. He called Chuck Delbert to help him. “Swing that searchlight around the dome in all directions,” Engar said, “just as if you were spraying the plants out there.”


  “It doesn’t make any light,” said Chuck.


  Engar nodded. “It makes a light all right—black light—infra-red. And I think you’ll be able to follow its path. Now you start to work; mow down everything within reach—and that should be about half a mile. I’ve got to go outside.”


  He was out of the dome when the sun-plants began to burst into flame. The long red leaves glowed with a blue fire that seemed to break out in a thousand places at once. The first plant went up in flames. There was a burst of intense light; the wind from the explosion almost knocked him over, and the heat was intense. There was an ascending orange-blue ball of fire, and then the familiar mushroom-shaped cloud—all on a very small scale compared to the nuclear explosions on Earth.


  l


  “It’s lucky for us,” Engar told Corinne when he came inside, “that there is no more than a pin-point of matter in each plant.”


  For now they sat side by side and watched through the window as the field of sun-plants went up in fire and smoke. It was like a gigantic display of fireworks, and Chuck Delbert was very thorough. In a few hours the radiation-levels had gone down. Corinne was once more able to use her calculator, and Engar set in motion a drawoff on No. 5.


  IT WAS THEN the little green man appeared again. His golden eyes were dim now, as if he was exhausted, and his peacock-feather tail was drooping. “You played unfairly,” he said in his bird-like voice. “There are too many of you for us. We are only five, and we used up all of our energy creating the field of sun-plants—which you destroyed in a few hours.”


  “I’m sorry,” Engar said, “but we do have to live.”


  “Dubious,” said the being. “Dubious.”


  “Oh!” said a feminine voice, and Corinne stood behind Engar. Engar could see her white nylon sleeve from the corner of his eye.


  The other looked up, but he didn’t disappear as Engar had feared hi might. He glanced at Corinne and back at Engar. “The female of the species, I take it.”


  Engar found Corinne’s hand. “You are quite right,” he said warmly.


  The little green man sighed. “Once,” he said, “we had females, too; but now there are only we five old men.”


  “I’m terribly sorry,” said Corinne.


  The little green man looked at her. His golden eyes began to glow. “You needn’t be,” he said. “I’ve already had a long life and a very good one. I was born, in fact, before you Earthpeople were even writing history.”


  “We’ll try to see that your planet is not usurped,” Corinne said gently.


  “Don’t. You can’t fight evolutionary forces; you can’t even fight the force that draws you two together.”


  Engar looked up at her. “Maybe he’s right.”


  “Maybe.”


  Engar looked back. The little green man was gone. Engar got up. No. 5’s drawoff was finished, and he re-set the warning signal.


  “There’s just one thing,” Corinne said. “If I could have saved some of those leaves before Mr. Delbert finished his extermination—”


  Engar looked down at her. “Wouldn’t the red grass do just as well?”


  She brightened. “Why, yes—” Then her face fell. “But the red grass burned up with the plants.”


  “Not all of it,” he told her. “You remember the grass approached the dome first?”


  “Yes.”


  “I slipped outside,” he told her, “and gathered a few handfuls of the grass while Chuck was getting the infra-red lamp in operation. It’s stowed away in the airlock now.”


  She looked up at her, her dark eyes shining. “You darling!” she breathed.


  Her nylon blouse rustled as she moved into his arms. He kissed her. There was no comparable situation that he could recall, but he kissed her anyway.


  Turn of a Century


  James Blish


  We hope New Years Eve, 1999, won’t be like this—but it doesn’t seem too unlikely the way things are going now . . .


  ONLY A little after dusk, the fax reporters had gotten a bonfire going, which they kept hot and high with anything they could find in the snow-covered countryside around the hill. It was their job to cover the arrival of the 21st Century for the first edition—the pink sheet, it was called—of the facsimile newspapers, from the rather special point of view of the Church of Gifts Held Back. But since the turn of the century was unlikely to break unexpectedly, keeping warm had priority.


  Inside an hour, however, the three ancient fence-rails upon which the fire had been started had burned through. Since nobody would volunteer to trudge back to the fence for more rails, the blaze died down considerably.


  It was still bright enough, nevertheless, to show the near side of the wooden ark on the top of the hill. Occasionally, when the bitter wind shifted, singing voices could be heard from inside the toy-like ship. The fax reporters paid no attention; it was not yet late enough for Kingdom Come.


  After the crap game on the tarpaulin had been running for a while, bottles got into circulation. This provoked a few quarrels among the crapshooters, but everyone was too cold to be seriously interested in fighting. It all blew over at once when one of the younger reporters appeared out of the snow-floored darkness with two chickens, which were plucked and dismembered promptly, if inexpertly.


  The video cameramen had been avoiding the fire up to now, since it fogged their shots. Some of them had actually gone around to the other side of the hill to shoot the little boat on the hilltop in silhouette against the glare. But when the smell of the chicken began to spread, they began to come in by ones and twos, though it was clearly impossible to make only two chickens serve so many.


  “Why not throw them into the pot?” an older reporter suggested.


  “What do you think this is, a soup-kitchen? Let the damn ike-pushers scrounge their own chickens, like I did.”


  “No, junior. I mean use ’em for stakes in the crap game. Parts of ’em, anyhow.”


  “That’s an idea,” said one of the crap-shooters, straightening his back painfully.


  “Go to hell,” said one of the pro-tem cooks. “I’ll hang on to mine. The money’s no good, anyhow. Next year we’ll be wrapping butts in it, the way pliofilm’s disappearing now.”


  “I’ll rap your butt if you burn that wing,” said the young reporter. “Anyhow, maybe next year will be different. I got a feeling. 1999 is just another damn year, but it seems like the year 2000’s got to be something special.”


  There was a whistling drone overhead, and the entire snow-spread farm turned glaring white and shadowless. The parachute-flare took a long time to burn out—long enough for the video men to race back to their ikes and send home several good, clear shots of the ark.


  The light was bright enough to show up cabalistic symbols which had been painted along her sides in many colors, and even to pick up the curl of smoke which was coming out of the stack atop her deckhouse. No people were visible to any of the cameras, but one shot did show the head of a mongrel dog—eyes squinted, ears flattened—thrust tentatively through one of the four below-deck portholes.


  “It’ll be special—like that,” the older reporter said, jerking his head skyward at the dwindling glare. “Only the next time you see a light like that, you won’t be making conversation about it afterwards. You’ll be gas.”


  The young man looked glum dutifully. “Yeah,” he said. “Why don’t those bustards in Washington get the lead out of their pants and hell-bomb Buenos Aires? Why are we just sitting around waiting for them to hit us first?”


  “That’s not up to you and me, sonny. You wouldn’t want the boys in Washington to start anything before they’ve got the place drunk dry, would you? Here, pass me one of those while you’re at it.”


  “I still think maybe Joe Stalin had the right idea,” the young man said doggedly. “We should have kept out of the last fracas and let tire Commies mop up Peron and Franco for us. They were on to those birds before we were.”


  “All these damn bushes,” one of the ike men grumbled. “And not one single blonde to roll in ’em. A hell of a place to spend New Year’s. Wonder what it’s like on Times Square now?”


  THE OLDER reporter shrugged.


  “It’s full of people, and the people are all watching the video screen on the Times Building, waiting to see what happens to the fruitcakes up on top of that hill. You aren’t sending ’em much to look at.”


  “Nothing-to-look-at is just what we’re here to send ’em. If there were really going to be something to see, this place’d be crawling with ike-cables all the way back to Dubuque.


  “The hell it would. You’d all of you be hiding under the tables at Jimmy’s, hoping the Lord would overlook you in the confusion.”


  “Have it your way, pop.”


  There was a renewed burst of singing up on the hill, and a powerful voice could be heard shouting indistinguishable words. In the middle of the second verse, a cow mooed disgustedly. There were quite a few animals in the salvation-boat.


  “You don’t catch me hiding under no table,” the younger man said, putting the bottle back down. “Hellbomb or the end of the world it’s all the same to me. I’m as good as the next guy, and I don’t care who knows it. What I say is, are you a man, or a mouse?”


  “He means souse,” one of the fax men said, fishing the dice out of the snow, and shooting a glance sidewise at the older man. “Hey. I thought I recognized you. Aren’t you the guy that broke the story on the jet-polo fixes? What the hell are you doing out here? Your ought to be rolling in dough.”


  “I got caught while I was still rolling,” the older man said, growling. “What’s it to you? I’ll tell you something else, too, nosey. Those college punks are all out on parole now. Full sob-sister treatment; every last one of ’em. And this is where they put me—and for what? For nothing, that’s what.”


  “Tough,” said the crap-shooter.


  “I don’t care, for myself,” the older man said “What kills me is letting those punks get away with it. One year in the clink—what’s that in a kid’s life? They should of clapped the whole damn batch of ’em in the infantry. That’d’ve straightened ’em out. I was a top-kick in the last one. If they’d’ve been in my outfit—”


  One of the ike-men rose, throwing a devastated drumstick into the fire. “Quarter of twelve,” he said.


  Everyone got up; some stiffly; none in a hurry. In the distance the drone could be heard, very softly, on its way back.


  “Well, I’ll be damn glad when it’s over,” the older reporter said to nobody. The younger man, his head wobbling, tagged him.


  “It’s going to be kind of rough for the guys up on the hill, too,” he said. “I mean—you’d think that going through a thing like this would be pretty bad.”


  “Why would it?”


  “Well, try to put yourself in their places. They’ll be all set to be towed to heaven, at twelve sharp. All the rest of us are supposed to drown, or burn, or something. When nothing happens, it’ll be a shock. You’d think it’d be hard on them: either drive ’em completely batty, or else bring ’em to their senses.”


  “It won’t do either one, though. I’ve seen their kind before.”


  The droning shot over the hill and banked back for another, closer pass. The older man stumbled over an unseen stone and swore.


  “It won’t change ’em a bit. Why the hell doesn’t he drop that flare? They never change, sonny; they never change.”


  The Possessed


  Arthur C. Clarke


  The Swarm kept its rendezvous, but the reason for it had long been forgotten . . .


  AND NOW the sun ahead was so close that the hurricane of radiation was forcing the Swarm back into the dark night of space. Soon it would be able to come no closer: the gales of light on which it rode from star to star could not be faced so near their source. Unless it encountered a planet very soon, and could fall down into the peace and safety of its shadow, this sun must be abandoned as had so many before.


  Six cold outer worlds had already been searched and discarded. Either they were frozen beyond all hope of organic life; or else they harboured entities of types that were useless to the Swarm. If it was to survive, it must find hosts not too unlike those it has left on its doomed and distant home. Millions of years ago, the Swarm had begun its journey, swept starwards by the fires of its own exploding sun. Yet, even now, the memory of its lost birthplace was still sharp and clear, an ache that would never die.


  There was a planet ahead, swinging its cone of darkness through the flame-swept night. The senses that the Swarm had developed upon its long journey reached out towards the approaching world, reached out and found it good.


  The merciless buffetting of radiation ceased as the black disc of the planet eclipsed the sun. Falling freely under gravity, the Swarm dropped swiftly until it hit the outer fringe of the atmosphere. The first time it had made planetfall, it had almost met its doom; now it contracted its tenuous substance with the unthinking skill of long practice, until it formed a tiny, close-knit sphere. Slowly its velocity slackened, until at last it was floating motionless between earth and sky.


  For many years it rode the winds of the stratosphere from Pole to Pole, or let the soundless fusillades of dawn blast it westwards from the rising sun. Everywhere it found life, but nowhere intelligence. There were things that crawled and flew and leapt, but there were no things that talked or built. Ten million years hence there might be creatures here with minds that the Swarm could possess, and guide for its own purposes: there was no sign of them now. It could not guess which of the countless life-forms on this planet would be heir to the future, and without such a host it was helpless—a mere pattern of electric charges, a matrix of order and self-awareness in a universe of chaos. By its own resources, the Swarm had no control over matter; yet once it had lodged in the mind of a sentient race there was nothing that lay beyond its powers.


  It was not the first time, and it would not be the last, that the planet had been surveyed by a visitant from space—though never by one in such peculiar and urgent need. The Swarm was faced with a tormenting dilemma. It could begin its weary travels once more, hoping that—ultimately—it might find the conditions it sought; or it could wait here on this world, biding its time until a race had arisen which would fit its purpose.


  It moved like mist through the shadows, letting the vagrant winds take it where they willed. The clumsy, ill-formed reptiles of this young world never saw its passing, but it observed them, recording, analysing, trying to extrapolate into the future. There was so little to chose between all these creatures: not one showed even the first faint glimmerings of conscious mind. Yet if it left this world in search of another, it might roam the Universe in vain until the end of time.


  At last it made its decision. By its very nature, it could chose both alternatives. The greater part of the Swann would continue its travels among the stars, but a portion of it would remain on this world, like a seed planted in the hope of future harvest.


  It began to spin upon its axis, its tenuous body flattening into a disc. Now it was wavering at the frontiers of visibility—it was a pale ghost, a faint will-of-the-wisp that suddenly fissured into two unequal fragments. The spinning slowly died away: the Swarm had become two, each an entity with all the memories of the original—and all its desires and needs.


  There was a last exchange of thoughts between parent and child who were also identical twins. If all went well with them both, they would meet again in the far future here at this valley in the mountains. The one who was staying would return to this point at regular intervals down the ages: the one who continued the search would send home an emissary if ever a better world was found. And then they would be united again, no longer exiles vainly wandering among the indifferent stars.


  THE LIGHT of dawn was spilling over the raw, new mountains when the parent swarm rose up to meet the sun. At the edge of the atmosphere, gales of radiation caught it and swept it unresisting out beyond the planets, to start again upon the endless search.


  The one that was left began its almost equally-hopeless task, It needed an animal that was not so rare that disease or accident could make it extinct, nor so tiny that it could never acquire any power over the physical world. And it must breed rapidly, so that its evolution could be directed and controlled as swiftly as possible.


  The search was long and the choice difficult, but at last the Swarm selected its host. Like rain sinking into thirsty soil, it entered the bodies of certain small lizards and began to direct their destiny.


  It was an immense task, even for a being which could never know death. Generation after generation of the lizards was swept into the past before there came the slightest improvement in the race. And always, at the appointed time, the Swarm returned to its rendezvous among the mountains. Always-it returned in vain: there was no messenger from the stars, bringing news of better fortune elsewhere.


  The centuries lengthened into millenia; the millenia into aeons. By the standards of geological time, the lizards were now changing rapidly. Presently they were lizards no more—but warm-blooded fur-covered creatures that brought forth their young alive. They were still small and feeble, and their minds were rudimentary; but they contained the seeds of future greatness.


  Yet not only the living creatures were altering as the ages slowly passed. Continents were being rent asunder, mountains being worn down by the weight of the unwearing rain. Through all these changes, the Swarm kept to its purpose: and always, at the appointed times, it went to the meeting-place that had been chosen so long ago, waited patiently for a while, and came away. Perhaps the parent swarm was still searching, or perhaps—it was hard and terrible thought to grasp—some unknown fate had overtaken it, and it had gone the way of the race it had once ruled. There was nothing to do but to wait and see if the stubborn-life-stuff of this planet could be forced along the path to intelligence.


  And so the aeons passed . . .


  l


  Somewhere in the labyrinth of evolution the Swarm made its fatal mistake and took the wrong turning, A hundred-million years had gone since it came to Earth, and it was very weary. It could not die, but it could degenerate. The memories of its ancient home and of its destiny were fading: its intelligence was waning, even while its hosts climbed the long slope that would lead to self-awareness.


  By a cosmic irony, in giving the impetus which would one day bring intelligence to this world, the Swarm had exhausted itself. It had reached the last stage of parasitism: no longer could it exist apart from its hosts; never again could it ride free above the world, driven by wind and sun. To make the pilgrimage to the ancient rendezvous, it must travel slowly and painfully in a thousand little bodies. Yet it continued the immemorial custom, driven on by the desire for reunion which burned all the more fiercely now that it knew the bitterness of failure. Only if the parent swarm returned and reabsorbed it, could it ever know new life and vigour.


  The glaciers came and went: by a miracle the little beasts that now housed the waning alien intelligence escaped the clutching fingers of the ice. The oceans overwhelmed the land, and still the race survived. It multiplied, but it could do no more; this world would never be its heritage.


  Far away, in the heart of another continent, a certain monkey had come down from the trees and was looking at the stars with the first glimmerings of curiosity.


  The mind of the Swarm was dispersing, scattering among a million tiny bodies, no longer able to unite and assert its will. It had lost all cohesion: it’s memories were fading. In a million years, at most, they would all be gone.


  Only one tiling remained—the blind urge which still, at intervals which by some strange aberration were becoming ever shorter, drove it to seek its consummation in a valley that long ago had ceased to exist.


  QUIETLY riding the lane of moon-light, the pleasure-steamer passed the island with its winking beacon and entered the fjord. It was a calm and lovely night, with Venus sinking in the west out beyond the Faroes, and the lights of the harbour reflected with scarcely a tremor in the still waters far ahead.


  Niles and Christina were utterly content. Standing side by side against the boat-rail, their fingers locked together, they watched the wooded slopes drift silently by. The tall trees were motionless in the moonlight, their leaves unruffled by even the merest breath of wind, their slender trunks rising whitely from pools of shadow. The whole world was asleep: only the moving ship dared to break the spell that had bewitched the night.


  Then, suddenly, Christina gave a little gasp and Nils felt her fingers tighten convulsively on his. He followed her gaze: she was staring across the water, looking towards the silent sentinels of the forest.


  “What is it, darling?” he asked anxiously.


  “Look!” she replied, in a whisper Nils could scarcely hear. “There—under the pines!”


  Nils stared, and as he did so the beauty of the night ebbed slowly away and ancestral terrors came crawling back from exile. For beneath the trees the land was alive, a dappled brown tide was moving down the slopes of the hill and merging into the dark waters. Here was an open patch on which the moonlight fell unbroken by shadow. It was changing even as he watched: the surface of the land seemed to be rippling downwards like a slow waterfall seeking union with the sea.


  And then Nils laughed and the world was sane once more. Christina locked at him, puzzled but reassured.


  “Don’t you remember?” he chuckled. “We read all about it in the paper this morning. They do this every few years, and always at night. It’s been going on for days.”


  He was teasing her, sweeping away the tension of the last few minutes. Christina looked back at him, and a slow smile lit up her face. “Of course!” she said. “How stupid of me!”


  Then she turned once more towards the land and her expression became sad. “Poor little things!” she sighed. “I wonder why they do it?”


  Nils shrugged his shoulders indifferently. “No one knows,” he answered. “It’s just one of those mysteries. I shouldn’t think about it if it worries you. Look—we’ll soon be in harbour!”


  They turned towards the beckoning lights, where their future lay, and Christina glanced back only once towards the tragic, mindless tide that was still flowing beneath the moon.


  Obeying an urge whose meaning they had never known, the doomed legions of the lemmings were finding oblivion beneath the waves.


  The Seventh Wind


  Charles Dye


  There are times when It’s best not to demand too much proof of reality . . .


  HOPEFULLY, Reynolds raised his canteen to blistered lips, shaking it savagely for one last drop. It was empty—as dry and empty as the great Mephic desert. Flinging the canteen into a nearby drift, Reynolds laughed until shiny black spots danced before him. His throat was almost too parched for laughter, but he heard it, rolling on and on, acid and endless as the stinging heat. What else could he do but laugh—with death a few withering hours away?


  It was difficult to think. His head was filled with tiny spears of light and darkness, which cut his thoughts to ribbons. Instinct told him it was better to meet death on the move; he plodded onward.


  Many life-forms may have passed this way ages ago, but they all were gone now. Except for lichen-covered sea-bottoms, five eighths of the planet Mephis was arid waste, unrelieved from sterility by surface-moisture or cloud-covering, and glaring mercilessly under a brassy sun.


  Nothing remained, but that lowly plant-life, the lichen; and the Itroo, a semi-intelligent reptilian mammal which managed to exist on the lichen for food, and what little moisture its bizarr metabolism needed.


  Reynolds could still hear the Itroo’s strange, hooting pigeon-English. “You soon ghost, hunt devil-city all time,” they had hooted before curling into balls. “We not wait seven winds, bad devils!”


  That had been three days ago.


  Stumbling over the desert, only barely conscious, it seemed to Reynolds that he had been fighting this adversary since the beginning of time—and now it was about to conquer.


  It had been an unfair fight from the start, with the greatest and hottest of the planet deserts eternally mocking with diabolical mirage-traps that lead him in circles. Over and over again, he had staggered towards mountains crowned with diadems of snow; glistening jungles greener than emeralds; lakes cooler than clearest sapphires; but always after a few steps the fading of the image—and, again, nothing but a world of light and heat. Then more jungles, and water, and snowcapped mountains, in front of him in back of him all around him—until he would fall down in an agony of confusion, only to be stung back on his feet again by the scorching sand.


  But the mirage-filled desert would mislead him no more. Since sunrise, a sandstorm had been swirling in the Southeast, establishing a landmark by which he could plot his course.


  “You soon ghost . . .” The irony of the Itroo’s last remark kept seesawing through his brain. Yes, very soon now, his ghost would be searching for the City of Seven Winds—if this world of blazing light and heat didn’t kill it, too.


  Reynolds, a free-lance zoologist, had spent six months studying and establishing communication with the Itroo, who inhabited the lichen-covered sea-bottoms separating two wastelands. In spite of being alien primitives, whose consciousness was upset by any pure metallic presence, the Itroo possessed amazing linguistic ability. Eventually, he was piecing together half-coherent legends, telling of a time eons before Mephis had become the Mephis of now.


  It was said to have been the home of a powerful race of apparently-humanoid magicians, who one day—upon forseeing the fate of their planet—had built a gateway from their city into another world, escaping the terrible future of heat and sand which their magic, or science, was not great enough to subdue, Mephis had once been much like Earth.


  The rage of seven wind-storms was needed to make the ruins rise from their sandy grave. At the end of the the seventh storm, its sight might be be traced; but there was no way of counting the winds.


  Reynolds cursed the Itroo’s peculiar allergy to metals, which had precluded his bringing any scientific instruments—even a compass. His sight-marker and canteens, discarded long ago, had been made of plastic, but of what use was that to him now?


  The Itroo had taken him into the general vicinity of the city. However becoming so intrigued by this geologiccal and geographical oddity, he had insisted they take him still further. Antagonized at his demands, they had rolled away leaving him to face alone the icy nights and burning days.


  THE NIGHTMARISH vista of reddish, iron-oxide stained desert, was now only a blur on Reynolds’ vision. Except for occasional streaks of dirty sulphur, there was nothing to break the monotony of sky and sand.


  His body had been burned raw by the torrid sun and chapped to dryness by the freezing nights. The slightest move, stretching his taut, dry, skin had been torment; now, however, he had passed that point to which Nature permits pain. It was amusing when memories of water and shade flashed before him—he knew positively that they never had existed nor ever could. Nothing existed, save heat and light—and sometimes torrid blackness which was either night or unconsciousness. Even then the heat persisted, as though the sun were burrowing underfoot.


  Water, trees, coolness! What were they but the vagaries of delirium? There was not, and never had been, anything on the universe but the desert, and himself, since time began. It was idle to imagine that there were human beings—it was not true; he had ceased to believe. Perhaps that was death—the discovery that nothing existed save oneself in the midst of torture.


  Had there been ever—the sandstorm? There was no sky now, nor horizon—only yellow light that might be flaming haze or the sun, expanded until it filled all his vision. He closed his eyes to keep the searing light from entering his brain—then opened them. Except for a few feet in front, he could see nothing but smoky yellow haze—the first stage of heat-blindness, he thought, which always came before death in the desert.


  It wouldn’t be so bad dying, if only it could be in shade, out of this brainsearing light. Long ago, he had ceased seeing mirages; the world was now only a few feet of fiery sand and blinding heat.


  How much longer he stumbled on, Reynolds had no idea: it might have been hours or minutes. The light seemed to be growing dimmer, but the heat was just as intense. The day was either drawing to a close, or his life was. Somehow, in this madness, he associated himself with the day and as with the waning day he would grow darker and darker, then be completely dark.


  He stumbled and fell. The sun beating down on his back was like an immense weight. But he could still crawl, Reynolds wondered vaguely what the last stage of death would be? Blindness? He would probably never know.


  Suddenly, there was an explosion in his brain! He had crashed into something. Pushing up the sun-helmet, he was surprised that he could still see a little. It was part of a ruined stone wall, and ahead of him were two half-buried pillars of a—gateway!


  In spite of his agonized throat, he laughed so long and hard he thought he would never stop. What a joke the desert had played; that he should at last have found the City of Seven Winds, at the same time death was about to find him. The desert had timed it perfectly; he would arrive exactly at the end of the seventh wind, which had been the sandstorm. Now, at least, his ghost would not have to search: he had cheated the desert that much.


  If he could only find shade, just a few shadows to lie in while he died. He strained his burning vision to the fading-point; everything was covered, or nearly buried, with sand.


  Shifting his gaze, he stared at the fabled gateway. The pillars were of translucent gold-green stone, once carved; but whatever their pictures or inscriptions, the sands had long ago effaced them. Only wavering lines remained, writhing as if alive—like a rippling sound-graph of sardonic humor. The two columns looked strangely alien and out of place, amid the sand and brownish rubble. But it was casting shadows—cool, long, tantalizing shadows that gave him one last, mighty purpose; to feel coolness and shadow just once more.


  Twice he struggled to his feet, rubbery legs giving way each time. Somehow on the third try, his breath coming in short, stabbing gasps, he made it. The effort made him reel with dizziness; his vision blurred so, he could hardly see the portal a few yards away.


  Slowly, as if in a nightmare, he swayed and staggered towards the ancient gateway, now just a shadowy blur on his darkening brain. His thoughts, like his breath, were coming in agonized dagger-jabs. To make—shadows—gateway . . .


  After what seemed years, he touched one of the pillars. But something was wrong! It was strangely cool, unlike the fiery sand and sky. Lurching between colossal slabs, he struck something hard—and heard a sonorous clang of metal as though he had crashed against a gigantic gong. Its back-swing must have buffeted him off balance, for he felt himself falling.


  He did not feel himself striking the sand; in midfall, icy lightning struck him. enveloped him, and crushed him. His heart surged, stopped, and ceased to be.


  It was dark . . .


  This was his mind’s ultimate effort—a dream compensating for all that Reynolds had endured in reality.


  IT BEGAN with the agony withdrawing from him slowly and more slowly, as though drained by invisible hands. He was rigid, helpless, but at least not in pain.


  The blindness was easing away. No longer was there the biting yellow of sun but a soft, dim dusk, grey and vibrant with traces of fugitive color.


  There was a humming in his ears, neither the roar of blood nor the echo of the gong, but the sound of wind and waves. Wind and waves, where before had been only burning sand! It could be nothing but a dream. It was pleasant; he hoped that it would last a long, long time.


  Details sharpened before him as his eyes gained focus. He was lying flat on his back. The gentle greyness was the sky. He could see down the foreshortened contours of his body, past the angular shoulder, along the bony arm and clawlike hand to his feet.


  He was lying on a timeworn pavement, where weeds grew between stones that had been tumbled and turned. Their leaves were of purest green, as bright as if carved from the light of the rainbow’s green band—as if Spring herself lived like a dryad within them. Beyond were trees of the same green, so tall that they merged with the sky. They grew thickly together, and he could not see past them: as yet, he had no strength to turn his head.


  Then, as if conjured from nowhere—and certainly conforming to the wayward pattern of dreams—there was a swirl of color and half a dozen men appeared before him. At least he supposed that they were men, or Mephesians; they might be angels or friends. Their human form was merely incidental.


  They were inhumanly tall, inhumanly attenuated. Not bony nor gaunt nor thin, but well-muscled and streamlined beyond all conception—as though gravity itself had altered, else their exquisitely slender limbs and hipless torsoes could never have supported the flaring chests and massive shoulders.


  Their skins were porcelain white. Like flowers which seem to glow in the dusk, they gave the impression of phosphorescence, as if every cell were a tiny glowing lamp. There was no color to their sharply-chiseled mouths; their eyes were steely glints. Their hair was silver, chopped negligently short.


  They were clad only in loose cloaks fastened over one shoulder, and bright as flashes of prisms.


  The right arms of five of them were slipped through the bands of what Reynolds saw were shields—great brazen ovals embellished with crystals. The sixth carried a bronze wheel, around whose spokes wound strands of silk, like a spider’s web. Its hub was a huge knob of clouded glass.


  The man in purple slipped his arm from his shield, handed the oval to another, and came to Reynolds’ side. There was no effort in his movement, no gathering of himself for a leap, but in less than the blink of an eye he had traveled from there to here. Reynolds could feel only vaguely the fellow’s hand on his heart and brow.


  The man spoke to the others. Whatever his language might have been, Reynolds had not heard its like before. The voice was rich and melodious. As music speaks to men through emotion, more often than through the intellect, the meaning could be grasped—not by hearing, but by the heart; it could have been telepathy.


  “He is near death, yet still lives. Summon Irys quick!”


  The man with the wheel swung it high overhead. From its hub a shaft of crimson light probed the sky. He spoke to the threads, and in rhythm with his words, the light quivered, translating sound into radiance.


  He twisted the wheel’s spokes and the light faded from a red to green. It flickered, and from the wheel’s threads, as from a receiver, a voice fell. Reynolds recognized it—the soft, musical voice of the woman he had sought all through life, yet never found except in dreams.


  “I hear and obey!”


  REYNOLDS had been lonely, and here were people. He had longed for water and shade—and here they were too. His pain had stopped, even as he had asked. He could forecast the rest of this dream, providing he did not waken too soon to experience its entirety. Next would come healing and bodily activity, then love with this girl of another world. And after that—they would go away together, perhaps to the threshold of stirring adventures, of the marvels which, for all his pursuits of them, life had not given him.


  The man with the wheel snapped off its light and lowered it. “Jaron, Zadiel!” he cried.-“Hasten to the gate! It may be that, this stranger was not alone, and his companions have fallen by the way.”


  The men in green and blue winked out like blown flames. “Morryn, Shabru—back to the station for the Wing.” They vanished.


  He flicked from sight and reappeared beside the fellow attending Reynolds. He looked anxiously upward. “Irys—come speedily! We must save this man, the first from another world in thousands of years.”


  “I am here,” the soft voice said, and in a twinkling of color, Irys blossomed within arm’s reach of him. She looked down on Reynolds with a dove-cry of pity. If he could have groaned, he would have—both a sob of joy and disappointment. For she was indeed the woman of whom he had always dreamed!


  She was far too lovely for anything but a dream, far too perfect for flesh and blood. Her body was as fragilely slim and idealized as the others’, but not beyond the bounds of his desire. It was feminine and alluring, white as the snowy shift which robed her, but not the cold white of alabaster—instead, the luster of shell.


  Her face—how well he knew it!—was oval, the chin daintily pointed, the large eyes oblique but unlike the men’s steely ones; they were delicate Arabian blue. Her narrow little nose was a trifle long and aquiline, highbred—haughty above the redeeming petal of her mouth, shaped not like lips at all, but more like a kiss transfigured. There were faint tints in lips, cheeks and streaming hair.


  In one hand she held the goblet of an enormous lily; in the crook of the other and lay a stalk of leaves like a scepter. Neither lily nor leaves had been snapped from their stems but had been plucked by the roots.


  The lily seemed moulded by the most modernistic of artisans from the mist of a young May moon. Its leaves were like magnified wings of dragonflies; the scepter cradled in the girl’s bent arm was scale-stemmed and fin-leafed.


  In a second, Reynolds had perceived all his. The plants were new to him, but not the girl; and he caught in her eyes a glimmer of what must be recognition.


  A dream, a dream—nothing more! He despaired; if only he did not know that it was a dream! Where was its pleasure, when he realized that it was only the last flicker of his imagination? It was mockery, and almost—but not quiet yet—he wished it would end.


  IRYS DROPPED on her knees beside him, smiling a smile he knew well. She lifted his head and touched the lily-flagon’s rim to his lips. He could not open his mouth, but the long, languid fingers pried his lips gently apart.


  He could not feel the liquid in his mouth, not for a very long while. All through that while he told himself, “In a moment it will stop—there’ll be nothing but everlasting blackness.”


  Then he became afraid. Even if it were only a dream, even if he could foretell its pattern, it was better than nothing!


  The men in blue and green flashed back into sight and reported to the one with the wheel. “He came by himself. There is only sand and storm beyond the gate.” The wheel-master dismissed them. Then by some magic, they were gone in a sweep of shimmering cloaks. What else could this be but a dream?


  A faint tingling rose in Reynolds’ mouth and throat, and down into his chest. It was not an unpleasant sensation, as if his membranes were falling asleep. It grew, while repeatedly, Irys coaxed more of the liquid into him, and all through that time his eyes held steadily to hers—for who knew at what instant he might awake and never see them again?


  At last she drew back, satisfied; she tossed the lily lightly aloft. It hung, whirring its winglike leaves, then flitted away.


  The man on whose knee Reynolds’ head was pillowed, began unfastening Reynolds’ shirt, plucking its tatters from chest and arms. The girl lifted the finny stalk and brushed it over the raw skin. Reynolds felt another prickling; it bored down like millions of tiny drills, seeking and merging with the inner tingling. His face, throat and breast seemed in ferment with light little bubbles.


  The mummylike rigidity was displaced and crowded away. Once more, Reynolds was aware that he possessed muscles, and might use them. Healing had come, even as he had predicted; it angered, rather than pleased him.


  If only he could break the pattern of the dream!


  The man was turning him over, so that Irys might sweep the miraculous leaves over his back. He ought to perform that task himself; it was humiliating to be like an infant. The effort led not to his turning, however, but to an explosive flash of agony. Roaring darkness pounced down upon him and whirled him away.


  The dream was ended!


  “No! he cried, or tried to cry through that black whirlpool’s tumult. “God, no—not yet! Let me have it again, if only for a little while!”


  WHETHER it was his Maker’s will, or his dying mind frantically prolonging the delusion—his eyes opened; the tingling faded. He sat up so easily that he gasped. Quickly he looked down the length of his healthy hue, without hint of rawness.


  He threw himself forward to rise and snatch what happiness he could, in what little time might be left him.


  Time! He laughed harshly, and at that laughter Irys and the others exchanged uneasy glances. There was no time in this dusky dreamland—not for himself, at least. Well he knew that there are dreams spun in seconds which appear to consume years—and other dreams which pass so fleetingly that the conscious mind barely recalls them. Which brand of dream was this?


  The purple-clad man helped him rise. Eager as Reynolds was to contrast his surroundings with what he knew to be the scheme of his dream, he did not turn to take them in. Now was the time for fulfillment! He sprang to Irys’ side and caught her hand. It felt as cool and smooth as he had dreamed it would feel. She was startled, but did not draw away—and why should she? They knew each other well!


  He swept his arms around her and sought her lips. She did not resist, but her kiss dulled the edge of his desire. It was exactly what he had expected; he sighed and thrust her away. She looked puzzled, as he had imagined she would. But how could he tell her his unhappiness? He knew beforehand how she would react.


  If only somewhere he could find a flaw!


  He scanned his surroundings. Before him the cracked, weed-riven pavement ended in an impenetrable jungle of brilliant trees. On his right was more of the verdure; but through it he could glimpse a great wall of gold-green stone, broken by the immense slabs of a gateway with doors of bronze. Directly before it was a great gong.


  Behind him—he turned—the pavement dropped down on restless water a shade darker than the sky, tinted with evanescent surges of color, and rolling, into the mists of distance. Up from it. strange and piebald islands thrust themselves, forked rocks of mountainous dimensions, like broken fragments of petrified trees more enormous than Sequoias. On their banks, flowers bloomed in leaping rainbow plumes like fountains of jewels; down their leaning sides fell torrents of leafy vines.


  On the fourth side was a wide stair, twisting upward to infinite heights, the weeds thick along its buckled stones. Down it a yellow glimmer was gliding like the glow which came from the mythic Golden Fleece. It veered toward him so swiftly, that even while his eyes marked it and the figures riding it, the thing was at hand and settling lightly—a thirty-foot crescent like a quartermoon of brass, thick on the outward arc and thinning to a razor-edge on the inward one. In its center, a circular glass railing made a little well in which they stood, one holding a lever socketed in the floor.


  “The Wing,” the Martian with the wheel said to Reynolds, motioning for its riders to dismount. “Irys, bring him to the station—we go before.” He signaled to the others and they dissolved into nothingness.


  Fie, too, began fading from sight, then sharpened back into clarity. “Keep him not. Not only we, but the Holy Lords themselves will chafe until we hear his tale.”


  Then he was gone for good. Reynolds chuckled wryly. The dream was still just what he had wanted—now he was alone with Irys. Her name was about the only strange thing connected with her.


  She misinterpreted his hesitancy. “Come, the Wing will carry us safely; you need not fear.”


  HE FOLLOWED her into the glassed enclosure. “I’m afraid, yes—but not in the way you’re thinking. It’s just that I feel like a child thrust into a world full of toys, with the admonition that he can play with any of them for less than an hour. He’d consume all the precious minutes torn by desire for every one of them, and take one only, to discard it for another, enjoying none.”


  She paused, her hand on the lever while he took his stance. “You think you dream,” she said.


  “Think it? I know it!”


  “Did not your bruising of my lips convince you of my reality?”


  He shook his head. “I’ve kissed you before; not once but hundreds of times.”


  She flinched a little away, vague terror in her eyes. “But this is—frightening!” She lowered her eyes; color crept into her smooth cheeks. “I too have met you—in a dream. And kissed—”


  Then she stamped a foot angrily. “But this is preposterous! I am real!”


  Her mouth set into a tight little line. Swiftly she struck him across the cheek, swept forth a slender foot and kicked him severely on the shin. “There—is not this real enough?”


  He sighed. “It hurt, but even in dreams one can feel pain.”


  “Ah, you are stupid!” she cried pouting as often he had seen her do. She pulled the lever. The crescent lifted, skimmed the pavement, swerved and soared up the ruined stair. Save for the rush of damp wind, there was no feeling of motion.


  “But what else would you expect?” she asked, vague puzzlement in her eyes.


  “That’s just it! I want something I’d never expect! I want to be taken by surprise—”


  She was frowning. “But what is reality? You see me, hear me, touch me and breathe the perfume I wear. Surely you cannot doubt your senses; to do so is to court madness.”


  “There are such things as hallucinations,” he answered, “caused by a derangement of the faculties. You’d better find a more choice definition of reality than that.”


  She said nothing, but there was a hurt look in her eyes.


  The crescent had surmounted the stair and was skittering between the titanic columns of trees. Overhead tremendous flowers hung down like colossal bells, like baroque chandeliers, like ache-wide canopies. Everywhere was the flitter and flash of winged things, not always birds and butterflies. Birds, insects, unnameable things—all of them metal-winged, jewel-feathered, flame-furred.


  “Fit company for a lonely man who searched for beauty all his life,” he said wryly.


  Through a rift among the green pillars a crag was visible, jutting out over the sea like the broken end of a vast bridge. On its dome, turrets clustered like a castle from a fairy tale.


  “It is the watch-station,” Irys said. “There we dwell who guard the gateway between your world and mine. There we await the summons of the gong. But perhaps you already know!”


  “If I had stopped to think, I would have guessed it.”


  With a twirl to her lips, she drew on the lever. The crescent veered back into the forest vastness.


  Now they were sweeping down the long wide stair.


  “Have you foreseen this—our turning back?” she asked. Her voice lifted triumphantly; “Or do you admit that here is reality?”


  “There’s only one way by which I can judge. Take me back to the door; let me step out again into the desert. If it’s real, then I’m alive and not dreaming.”


  She whimpered with rage. “So you have divined even that which I intended! Yes, better that you step outside,” she whispered, shivering. “Your madness is infectious; almost I begin to believe that I am what you think me—a dream—”


  The crescent was now over the pavement, lowering gently upon it near the gong. “There is the gate,” she said. “Open it; peep out. Then you will know.”


  He gazed uneasily at the ponderous bronze leaves. Now was the decisive moment.


  “Irys—” he whispered, turning to hold her very close. Her nearness was something he had felt too often—perhaps that was what decided him.


  HE SPRANG over the curve of glass, marched up to the portal. The doors, for all their great Am and thickness, swung with Start rolled against him as though he had opened an oven. Harsh, yellow glare blinded him. He was glad of them—they were real enough. Encountering them again was as though he had never left them. He bent and caught up a handful of sand, let it sift between his fingers. It was hot as molten metal.


  “You have seen!” Irys called tremulously. “Now you know! Close the gates and come back!”


  He gestured for her to be patient. It was imperative that he step out into the inferno and suffer its tortures for just a moment more; then there could never be doubt. Also he was curious for a look at the gateway from the outside—he was interested in how Irys’ widespread world could be encompassed between the two pillars.


  A gust of hot wind lashed him with stingling sand as if warning him back, but he ventured unheeding out into the blaze. It hurt, but he did not care—he had not been dreaming after all! It was true, true!


  A hundred yards from the monoliths he turned to inspect them; they were nothing but two ancient slabs in the midst of endless desert. He could see no trace of the heavy doors.


  Some premonition gripped him then, and he started back toward the gate-way. The wind was rising; sand hissed in clouds at his feet, snapping like the jaws of a trap.


  Perhaps Irys’ world was reached through another dimension; perhaps its matter existed in another scale of vibration than his own? He had heard physicists discussing the possibility of parallel worlds.


  Never mind, he told himself; he could learn all of that and more, once he was back in the dusky land.


  The horizon was blurring away under rising yellow haze—the hiss of sand growing louder, into a scream. The gale caught him and hurled him yards astray. Another sandstorm was tumbling down on the City of Winds.


  He could barely glimpse the standing stones between the billowing curtains of dust. An abrupt gust hid them entirely; he struck out toward where he had seen them, but the wind spun him off his feet. Not only the wind but the thickening pain—which a moment before had been so welcome—destroyed all sense of direction.


  “Irys!” he called into the shreiking storm. “Call me so that I can find my way!”


  Perhaps she answered; perhaps not. There were women’s voices in the storm, but whether one of them were hers, he did not know. He was driven up a steep dune, and pitching over its opposite slope, fell rolling with sand in his cursing mouth.


  There was no use now in seeking the gateway. He might only wander farther afield. He lay still, the driving sand blinding and choking him, the heat seeping into him as if he were clay in a kiln.


  ALL THROUGH the storm he lay strangled and coughing, his skin drying to scales, his face hidden in the crook of his arm. When the wind had passed away—how many hours or years later he did not know—he wriggled from the drift and toiled to the top of the dune. Ox red desert it commanded miles of view—but nothing more.


  He wished that he had plucked one of those strangley-green weeds. He had brought back no proofs from the twilight-country, and now there was no gateway. Either there had never been one, or the sands had shrouded it again—and if the legend held true, another seven storms must rise to sweep away the sands!


  The sun was still high, the heat worse than ever. There was no help; no relief in sight; not even a shimmering mirage.


  Reynolds threw himself face-downward on the sand. Let it burn—let it kill him! Perhaps, he thought, when he died, he would dream again.


  World of Ice


  Albert Hernhuter


  Behind the thought, behind the helping hand, behind the generous gift, lies the vision of profit . . .


  THE WIND blows and picks up the snow, carrying it and throwing it down like a lover, disgusted with his mate. The wind is like a sculptor and forms the snow into grotesque statues. And the statues stand for only a few moments—until the wind tears them down and scatters the snow into drifts and valleys; then the wind departs, leaving the snow in the patterns last used.


  The sun makes his entrance from behind a curtain of clouds; his warmth melting the snow into rivers and streams. But they do not go very far, for the eternal cold freezes the water in front into dams that stop the rest of the water; and the water, piling up. freezes and stops. The winds begin again and the curtains are drawn on the sun. The snow is blown again over the shiny and treacherous crust—treacherous because it gives one the impression that he can walk in safety over the snow, for it is thick and strong in places. But in other places it is thin and weak. It is thin over the places where the perpetual streams flow—the streams that even the cold cannot stop, for their source is the giant field of ice and snow farther north. The streams that speed on their journey from nowhere to nowhere.


  A small furry creature hops on his journey to someplace that only he knows. In his journey, he approaches a thin spot in the crust, under which the streams wait for him. In one leap he is on the thin crust and through it. The look on his face is only one of puzzlement as the cold water takes him to its bosom, chilling him and drowning him. And then his body is solid, and is only another piece of ice, going with the waters.


  l


  The rocket craft approaches the planet, and the pilot sees the solid white sphere ahead of him. He presses a button on the control-panel and holds it down, while the clock ticks off ten seconds; then he releases it and leaves the room. For Man has conquered space long ago, but the take-offs and landings are still beyond him, and machines have to do the work. Perhaps, someday in the future, when homo superior is at his peak, Man will be capable—both mentally and physically—of withstanding the shock and responsibilities of lifting and lowering the behemoths of space.


  In another room, the pilot—dresses in a rubberized crash suit—lowers himself into a vat of thick liquid. For even machines are not perfect; thus, if the ship crashes, the shock will be absorbed by the liquid. And while the pilot waits for rescue, he can eat the fluid, for it is quite nutritious.


  In the now-empty control-room, there is a clicking sound to no one in particular, as the machinery for landing is started. The ship throbs as the engines begin. And in the view screen, the planet grows larger; but no one is watching the screen.


  THE PLANET sees the craft approaching and is angry at the intruder. The winds rise to a new fury, whipping and beating the snow at the ship. And the ship answers; it spits at the planet, sticks out a tongue of fire, and the fire melts the snow around the ship. The melted snow reforms into hail that beats in a tattoo on the ship, like an angry drummer. The ship ignores the attack, and comes still closer to the frozen surface of the planet.


  When the ship is very close, the blast of fire still melts the snow, and it has no time to form into hail; instead, it falls as rain. And rain caresses the surface of the planet—rain that the planet has not seen for eons. But the rain is assimilated into the snows as a sheet of ice, and the gleaming ice stares at the approaching ship like a malignant eye—until the tongue of fire, elated by its former victories, caresses it. And it shrinks away from the fire and is blinded by the brightness.


  Then the ship lands and the tongue is taken back into the ship. It is quiet, and the winds try to blow the snows onto the ship and bury it. But the hull of the ship is heated and the snow cannot stay; it forms pools of water and then ice around the ship. But it does not—cannot—touch the ship. And soon the winds cease.


  l


  The control room is quiet now, and the only sound in the entire ship is a whirring sound in the crashroom as a metal arm—an extension of the machinery hidden in the walls of the ship—fishes around in the liquid until it finds the body of the pilot, and pulls him out. It holds him, dripping, above the vat while another arm snakes out and locates the zipper on the suit. A magnet attaches itself to the zipper and opens the suit; one arm holds the still dripping suit above the vat, while the other carries the pilot to the floor, He leaves the room, confident that, when the suit is dry, it will be hung in its spot on the wall.


  In the control-room, the pilot checks the instruments from force if habit. As usual, everything has been taken care of; he smiles, presses a series of buttons, and pulls a lever. In another part of the ship, a metal arm sorts through a pile of cloth, and picks the suitable materials for the pilot’s clothing. It sews them together incredibly fast, and soon it is done; the suit is transferred to a metal rod that transports it to the front of the ship to the pilot.


  For it has long since been decided that to carry all of the possible types of clothing, for the multitude of situations that might be encountered, would be impossible. So each ship carries a supply of cloth and an automatic sewing unit, that can prepare the proper clothing when needed; when the wearer is through with them, the clothes are taken apart, and the cloth returned to the rest of the pile. During the journey itself, no clothing is needed, for the temperature in the ship is constant; in fact, the only clothing carried is the rubberized crash-suit, and the immense spacesuit.


  IN THE control room a panel slides aside, and the suit is handed to the pilot, who puts it on. It is a rubberized suit that can withstand the cold on the planet while the pilot is outside. He was unconscious of the machinery that has prepared it; he takes it for granted that, when clothing is required, he need only push a few buttons. Putting on his helmet, he smoothes the rubber joint to make one seamless suit.


  Now dressed, he steps into the airlock and closes the inner door. He moves in front of a full-length mirror and checks his costume. Seeing that all is well, he opens the outer door and steps out onto the alien terrain.


  The pilot walks a few yards from the ship across the ice; and the sound of the ice crushing is loud and crisp. Then he turns towards the ship and presses a button on his thick belt. A humming sound appears in the helmet, and he nods his head in approval. He turns slowly, and the hum becomes softer; when he has turned from the ship, the sound ceases entirely. The sound is caused by the directional beam that keeps him from losing his way on the strange planet. Pressing another button, he begins to walk.


  Back in the ship, the twin spools of a tape recorder spin, taking down every word that the pilot speaks. He has been trained to describe the topography of alien planets in such a way that, from his description, a committee can later tell if it would be worthwhile to send a larger exploring party—or perhaps colonists. And maybe someday the entire planet will be covered with descendents of the spawn that crawled from the seas on Earth long ago. And the spools spin on.


  The pilot walks on through the snows, speaking a few, well-chosen words from time to time, and lapsing into silence for long moments. Suddenly his attention is attracted by a movement a few yards away. He reports the movement to the recorder, and follows it.


  The object of his attention is a small, furry creature, similar to a terrestrial rabbit. As he moves closer, it moves away from him and stops—teasing him, and causing him to follow at a faster pace.


  He has followed it for about a mile, when it disappears. He runs to the spot where he has last seen it, and in his haste fails to notice the crack in the snow. His feet crash through the thin crust, and before he could stop himself, he is in the flowing waters of one of the underground streams. The humming sound in his helmet keeps changing in tone as his body is carried, constantly turning, farther from the ship.


  HE REMAINS calm, however, the hum reassuring him that when he comes to the surface, he will be able to find his way back to the ship. After a. while, however, he notices—from the increased scraping of his body against the sides of the cavern—that the stream is beginning to flow faster. He keeps his mind busy, trying to figure out what is causing the increase. And then, without warning, he finds out.


  His body is flung out into space as-the stream flows off its level, and into a hole. He falls, counting the long seconds, until he finally gives up. His mind turns to other things, and he thinks of a story he once read. One of its lines fit this situation quite well.


  “Well! Alice thought, “After such a fall as this, I shall think no thing of tumbling downstairs!”


  Before he can think of the rest of the story, however, he reaches the end of his journey, and the fall knocks him unconscious. His body, hitting the pool at the bottom of the waterfall, caused the water to splash wildly in all directions; the drops freeze on the sides of the pit, the phosphorescence of the rocks causing them to sparkle with the brilliance of a thousand jewels. He floats to the side of the pool; there his limp body remains unattended—but not for long.


  One of the rabbit-like creatures sees his body floating and runs from, the pool—to return in a few moments, followed by several of his companions. They tug at the pilot’s body until it is out of the water, then drag it toward a clump of rude buildings. Once there, they put his body down and gather around it. After a short time, they fall asleep, a lumpy fur rug around the body of the pilot.


  The pilot awakes with a buzzing sound in his ears, thinking for a moment that he is back in his ship, and that the sound is the alarm clock. Then he opens his eyes and sees the roof of the cavern far above his head; the shock of realization wakes him fully. He leaps to his feet, scattering the creatures grouped about him, like Gulliver in Lilliput. The buzzing sound, he realizes, is caused by the directional-finder in his helmet. Its sound reassures him that, if he ever reaches the surface, he will not be lost.


  While he ponders his situation, one of the animals crawls over to him and nudges his foot. He almost kicks it away, but then changes his mind and picks it up. He lifts it to the level of his eyes and speaks to it.


  “Well, it looks like we’ll be together for quite a while”—he fumbles for a name—“Max. We might as well be friends.”


  Max looks at the pilot inquiringly.


  “Oh, pardon my rudeness,” the pilot says mockingly, “My name is David Socrates Crandell; all my friends calls me Dave, though.”


  He grasps the animal’s tiny paw in his thick glove and shakes it; then he starts to put it down. Before he could do so, he hears a voice.


  “Don’t put me down,” it pleads, “We can help each other.”


  DAVE LOOKS about the cave for the source of the voice. After a brief visual exploration, his eyes came again to the furry little creature that he has named Max.


  “You?” the pilot says, unbelieving.


  Max nods his little head in vigorous affirmation.


  “Well,” Dave says, “I’ve heard of telepaths before, but I’ve never had the chance to meet one. On Arcturus II . . .”


  Before he could continue, Max speaks again.


  “I have been appointed spokesman for the rest of my people”—he points a paw in the direction where the others huddle together in an expectant group—“to see if you could help us. We detected your ship when it first entered the atmosphere, and sacrificed one of us to bring you here.”


  “The one that I followed I But I could have been killed in that stream!”


  “That was a chance that had to be taken. After all, one of us was killed.”


  “I’m sorry,” Dave begins, but Max interrupts him again.


  “There is nothing to be sorry for. He would have died soon anyway. In fact, we all will die soon if you cannot help us.”


  “I’d be glad to help you,” Dave says, “but I can’t do very much where I am right now.”


  “We ran get you back to your ship,” Max replies and pauses to let his words soak into Dave’s brain, “if you will promise to help us.”


  Dave thinks for a moment before he answers, there is really nothing to do but accept whatever terms are proposed.


  “You keep saying, if I can help you. Just what do you need?”


  Max speaks, and his words are far away, as if he were trying to recapture something that was lost forever.


  “Once our race was great; we were the supreme beings on this planet. Our cities were spread far and wide, and our scientists had almost achieved space-travel. But this was long ago.


  “For some reason beyond our comprehension, this world suddenly became cold. Almost overnight the snows that had been only far to the north swept down upon us, destroying our people and burying our cities. And a wave of pessimism came with the winds and the snows; mass-suicides were the results. Almost before the colds had reached them, whole cities were destroyed by the masses of the people; they who could see only disaster, and finally sterility for the entire planet. In their killings, they sought first those whom they blamed for this unpredictable treason of the elements; and in destroying them, the people wiped out their only chance for survival.


  “Only a few of the scientists escaped, and we in this cavern represent the descendents of them. They brought with them the books that could still help to save what was left, but the shortage of materials necessary was their downfall. What little they had was used to sustain life here, but even that is almost gone. And we are faced with this situation. We have the books and learnings of our fathers, but they are as useless as the paper and ink that they are written with. If only we had the materials, the equipment, we could be great again.”


  HIS VOICE rises in pitch as he pleads for his only chance of survival.


  “Even today, as we cast lots to see who would have to die that the rest might live a little longer, destiny, the gods, or what-have-you, sent you to us. And you must help us.”


  Then his voice returns to its original level as he concludes.


  “But we do not even know if you can help us. True, your race has achieved space-travel, but do you have the materials? And even if you do, would you help us? For I promise you that your gifts will not be gifts, but merely barter: we possess knowledge. And it is yours for—” he searches through Dave’s brain for the proper words, “radioactive materials. We would not need much to heat this planet, drive back the snows to their proper places, and calm the winds to the docility that they once had. Come, search my mind, that you might see that I speak the truth.”


  He opens his mind, and Dave can see into it like the open pages of a book. He can see the once-great cities, reaching for the stars that they were denied so cruelly. And he sees the knowledge that was possessed by these creatures—knowledge that can be well used by any race, Mankind not excluded. For they had scooped deeply into the pool of mental sciences, and had come up with a pitcherful of knowledge.


  “I think that we need each other, Max; and I think that something can be done for your people.”


  HE PUTS Max down that the being might tell the news to its own people. After a few moments, there is a turmoil of excitement among them; the mental equivalent of a cheer reaches Dave’s mind. It makes him feel good to know that he will play a part in the rescue of this race. He is still thinking thus, when Max returns to him.


  “Come,” the being says; “it is time to return to your ship.”


  “Which way do we go?”


  “We go no way.”


  “But you said that we were going to return to the ship. Which way is it to the path that leads to the surface, through all of the snow and ice? That’s one barrier that I think even you respect.”


  “Teleportation respects no barriers,” Max replies.


  And at the same moment, the scene in front of Dave’s eyes changes from that of the dark cavern to the white plains of snow. The rocket is now only a few paces from him, still resting on the sheet of ice; he can see his footprints leading away from the Ship, but none returning. He lets out a whistle of astonishment, then speaks to Max, who stands on the ground at his feet.


  “That’s a neat trick; you’ll have to teach it to me some day.”


  “I will teach it to you, and the rest of your race.”


  Picking Max up in his arms, Dave enters the ship. In a few moments, he has taken off his warm suit and sent it to the back of the ship to be taken apart. He sets the controls, while Max sits, watching; then he pushes the clothing-buttons and waits for a few moments. Max is astonished when Dave hands him a small replica of a crash-suit—with several modifications, that it might fit the tiny creature. When he finds out what it is, Max puts it on readily; then the two of them entered the crash-room.


  With Max in his arms, Dave prepares to immerse both himself, and the little furry inhabitant of this celestial snowball, in the thick fluid. Before they enter, Dave speaks a few last words to Max.


  “Yes, Max,” he says, thinking of the many races that have been exploited by man; and of the great powers that he can have for a few pounds of rock, “I think that we can do a great deal for each other.”


  And, unknown to Dave, Max’s thoughts are running along the same trail. To himself he thinks, “For the knowledge of a science that is so simple, I can obtain riches beyond comprehension for my people.”


  Then the two of them immerse themselves in the thick liquid; the ship begins to hum, as the motors start. The ship rises on a pillar of fire, laughing at the winds and the snow and the ice that will soon be no more.
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  Double Identity
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  There was fear and bitterness, when three humans found themselves caught in an alien life-form’s desperate bid for survival, But the greatest fear was of what other humans would do . . .


  1


  COME HELL and high water, the Verden brothers still had to drive into the village some time for supplies. It was in Kline’s Grocery that Link Pelhof spotted Cliff Verden. Link was big and mean and dumb; and he had a pathological hatred for anything out of the ordinary. “What’s the matter with your face?” he growled at Cliff.


  Cliff Verden gulped in honest fear. So the trouble was beginning to show—even through flesh-colored cosmetic paint. “Eczema,” he said.


  “Eczema don’t look like that, Dopey,” Pelhof growled back.


  “Okay—call it what you want,” Cliff snapped at the bigger youth sarcastically. “So I got leprosy.”


  In his heart he wished mightily that his, and his brother Jack’s trouble was something simple and fairly familiar, like leprosy.


  Cliff got out to his jalopy with his bags of stuff as fast as he could, without drawing more unwelcome attention. He didn’t have to tell his brother about the stares he’d got in Kline’s, jack started driving as if they were a couple of bank-robbers making a getaway.


  “So folks are smellin’ a rat,” Jack snapped. “We can’t make as if everything’s normal much longer, Cliff.”


  “Guess not, Jack. But I still look more or less like me, don’t I? Except for the thickening skin, which don’t hurt, and which ain’t disease. And the fuzz . . .”


  “Sure you do, Cliff. Me, too, I guess, eh? Hell, though, I’m scared of looking at myself in mirrors. Got to get over that . . . Cliff, you know what? I’m glad it’s both of us. If it was just me alone, without any companionship, you could shoot me for a maniac.”


  “Bum!” Cliff snapped, almost grinning. “What a load that would be off my chest if it was only you! But it ain’t just us, even. How about Mary Koven? She was out in the marsh, meteorite-hunting with us, that Saturday afternoon. just six weeks and five days ago. What’ll her folks think when they find out what’s happening to. her—and to us? Poor Mary! Poor me and you! . . .”


  Cliff Verden was in love with pretty Mary Koven. At least she had been pretty—pale hair, blue eyes, a swell smile.


  “Listen, Cliff,” Jack urged again. “We’ve got to tell Doc Heyward . . .”


  “That horse-quack? Nuts! If anybody told him what was the matter with us—and if he believed it—he’d drop dead from fright. We know ten times the science he does; and about this particular thing, I’ll bet we know as much as the best big shot professors would ever find out—almost! . . .”


  The two Verdens conversed in the slang of their region, as they drove on home, across the dreary, lonely countryside, that could have hidden many a mystery. They were a pair of young farm boys—orphans—and the tinkery kind, the reclusive kind. Maybe like the Wright Brothers. Their inaccurate grammar didn’t match the magazines and the scientific reports they were accustomed to read—stuff that tried to keep pace with new developments toward a great dream, which was now just short of having been realized: Space travel. Journeys to other worlds.


  Almost every day the newspapers told something new: “White Sands probe-rocket ascends jive thousand miles . . .” Or: “Franklin Cramm’s specialists develop improved hydrogen-to-helium reaction-motor . . .” Or: “Cramm’s unmanned space-ship circles moon. Photographs of hidden lunar hemisphere, brought back to Earth by robot craft, kept secret. Cramm silent but jubilant . . .”


  Yes, that last item brought things up to date—as of yesterday’s paper. It was the saga of young Frankie Cramm, heir to a food-products fortune. The fair-haired boy who gave up tennis, polo, and big-game hunting, for a larger sport . . .


  “Cramm rhymes with damn,” Jack Verden growled. “Still, maybe we ought to send him a telegram, or write him a letter. What is happening to us and to Mary, seems to be along his lines of purpose, though the means is a lot different . . .”


  Cliff scowled. There was fine fuzz on his forehead—like the beginnings of soft, grey fur. “Nuts,” he said. Sometimes he wondered if his voice was really changing, too. Awful panic was rising in him; and that panic itself built more panic—because, to express it, his throat was trying to make some inhuman whine!


  DESPERATION cowed him. “Yeah—I guess we’d better write that letter to Cramm, Jack,” he said thinly. “Or even try to see him. If young Cramm investigates, at least our trouble will get a lot of publicity. It won’t do us any good—we’re past being helped. I guess we should have told long ago—instead of trying to make believe nothing was changed. Because it’s not just us; everybody’s in danger. And the danger, itself, is full of unknowns, Jack . . .”


  The Verden brothers arrived home; around them spread the acres where they made their living, farming. But around the big, unpainted farmhouse, were the crude, glass-roofed sheds where, formerly, they’d spent much time experimenting with nursery stock, trying to develop better fruits. That project was forgotten, now.


  The inside of the house smelled as old houses smell. Jack Verden put coffee on the stove, for lunch. Cliff sat with tablet and pencil at the kitchen table, and tried writing notes for the letter to Cramm. His literary style was more elegant than his speech:


  
    “. . . On Earth we think of space travel in terms of rocket ships . . . Seems as though some other-world science can accomplish it in another way . . . Biology . . . Something to do with basic vital force shaping—changing—the physical form of a plant or animal to match the form of another. At least that is my guess . . . Because I feel some outside dominance creeping into me . . . Another personality . . . No—not human . . . Especially at night . . . I suppose that’s natural . . . Because one’s ego goes to sleep, relaxes control over one’s body—and somehow seems to wander to alien places itself . . .


    “But to get down to facts . . . On the evening of September 18th, last, we saw a small meteor fall. Its light was red—showing that it was comparatively cool, and hence slow. It seemed to land in a marsh, nearby . . . So, the next day three of us went to look for it. It wasn’t a meteor . . . Yes—we found it. In a little crater. Smashed. A mass of hooks and metal foil on its nose, kept it from burying itself deep in the ground . . . It was metal, all crumpled up. We made the mistake of touching it—of trying to lift it. It was very heavy. We didn’t notice the tingling in our fingers till later. Some force came out of that metal, and into us. That the thing was broken didn’t kill that force. We left the thing there . . . Weeks later we came back, after we knew that we were somehow changing. Life in the marsh was changing, too. We buried that lump of metal, thinking that it would help. It had been, I think, something atomically propelled. A cylinder, maybe two feet long.


    “Now, matters are worse. I don’t like to take off my clothes. I see how much I’m becoming—something else, to match some unknown pattern, slowly. The body aches, as bone-structure is altered. The shape and form of the skull—not even to mention the brain within. The shape and form of rib and leg-bones . . . And I wish I were skillful enough to make microscope slides of the flesh of my hands, to see how cell-structure must be changing . . . I suppose it’s all reasonable enough, biologically. A familiar force—if you can call it that—has been isolated and directed. The same force which molds a human baby, or a seedling plant, after the form of its ancestors. The same force which enables a salamander, losing a leg, to grow a new leg in the proper shape.


    “And, likewise, my brain—our brains—must be changing, becoming-adapted to another kind of identity. Sometimes it’s a little like double vision—one side of which you can hardly describe. But it makes you sweat to think about it. And I know I walk in my sleep. But it’s not really me. It’s something else, exploring an unknown place—somewhat fearfully, I believe. In the morning I find the stove taken apart.,. Is it my hands that do that, or my brother’s? Does it matter, since it’s the same for both of us? And only the night before last, our small electric power plant, here at the farm, must have been partly dissembled. I know,


    because it was rather crudely put together again.


    “How long will it be before those other entities take over what used to be our human bodies, completely? And I have a feeling that our identities will be going some place, too. I seem to remember it. Murky. Nowhere for a man to be. Some disembodied pattern of ourselves is being sent somewhere, or drawn—by the cylinder we touched, and, or, by some force acting from faraway. So—do you want to call what is happening space travel? The trading of forms and minds across spacial distance. Space is involved, for the place I’ve seen in my mind can’t be on Earth.”

  


  CLIFF VERDEN threw down his pencil angrily; cold sweat streamed down his back—the droplets there finding their way past the little hills of the goosepimples that could still form in the cells of his skin that remained human. Writing the facts down in his own square hand—pointing them out to himself like that—brought him a panic the like of which no Earthly cause could have given.


  Jack Verden, peering over Cliff’s shoulder at the writing, was no better off. “I’ll type the letter up on our old Oliver later, Cliff,” he rasped. “But let’s drop it for now, for Lord’s sake! Let’s get out of this house for a while—so we don’t go nuts! Go to the Marsh again to see what’s happening . . .”


  “Yeah—let’s run,” Cliff growled bitterly. “Run, run, run! As if we could get away! Maybe if we don’t do it now, we’ll never even get a chance to finish this letter!” He paused; his ragged sigh was a little like paper tearing. “Well—okay,” he said wearily. “Running at least gives the relief of an illusion that escape is possible . . .”


  A moment later he was on the phone. “Mary, honey—how is it?” he demanded.


  “Bad, Cliff,” she answered, her voice somehow blurred. “The folks at least know that something is terribly wrong with me. They had Doc Heyward here. Pop doesn’t want me to leave the house . . .”


  “Lotta good that’ll do, honey . . . Jack and I are going for another look at the marsh. Meet us there, if you possibly can. We three have got to stick together, for whatever happens to us . . .”


  l


  Within an hour the Verden brothers and Mary Koven, having crossed fields afoot from their neighboring farms, met in the dreary swamp. Cliff kissed Mary; but he hardly looked at her—what he saw was hard to take. All three stared in fascination around them. This was early November, and the scrub growths that remained normal and Earthly, were, for the most part, bare of leaves. But some of them had changed; near the place where the metal thing from across space lay buried, stems and trunks had thickened and grown weirdly gnarled. Leaves were long and darkly green. The grass had ceased to be just, grass; blades had widened, and grown hard as wood, and sharp as daggers. Trees had sprouted tendrils, that coiled and uncoiled visibly, under the lowering autumn sky . . .


  “Even in the dead of winter, with snow and ice all around, this stuff would keep actively alive,” Cliff Verden growled, as if he knew’. “Hardy—generates its own heat, as warm-blooded animals, do. Conditioned—as to another, bleaker world.”


  The patch of recently fresh-turned soil, where the wreckage of the cylinder lay hidden, was new completely covered with what looked like bluish moss. Out on an open patch of water, a lumpy black thing appeared for a second, at the center of widening ripples. It uttered a noise like the croaking of a gigantic frog, grown far beyond common limits. The creature might have been a frog, recently; but frog it was no longer. It was as it the spirit of another order of biology had intruded here, to shape Earthly fauna and flora by its own pattern, and by this process, to supplant it.


  CLIFF’S dread sharpened. Had he come here only to be more sure of horror? Maybe the additional strain of it made his mind waver—made that sense of double-identity clearer again. He seemed to remember a tremendous pit, where cold vapors coiled. From the one viewpoint in him, that pit was terror that promised to engulf him; yet from the other viewpoint, it was a refuge that must be left behind, because this eerie Earth—this place of danger to home—must be learned about, and dealt with, if possible. Earth, it was called—a strange grunt of a name. A planet of hideous, ambitious life.


  Cliff stared at Jack’s sweating face, and knew that Jack, too, was experiencing the same kind of phantasm. As for Mary, with her eyes shining huge with fear from above cheeks that were now rough and fuzzy, even under the heavy makeup she wore as a mask—well, could it be any different with her? Cliff put his arm around her protectingly.


  “The string holding us to all we know will snap any time, now,” Jack grated. “I’ll bet we don’t even make it back to the house . . .”


  It was then that three figures appeared suddenly from behind a nearby clump of scrub pines. Men. To Cliff Verden there was a shock in this development—an embarrassment, a guilt, as if at having been caught doing things which can never be approved.


  “What’s goin’ on here? What have you Verdens been up to? And what’s happened to my Mary? You told Link Pelhof that you had leprosy, Cliff! By God!—you’d better not kid about things like that. Mister! . . .”


  They stood in a row—big, stupid Link Pelhof; little, naive Doc Heyward; and massive Jake Koven in his checked blazer. He was Mary’s father. The grey stubble on Jake’s rocky chin, seemed to bristle far more than usual, and his knotty hands held a deer-rifle at ready. Cliff got the impression that Jake and his two companions were like a pack of Missouri hound dogs, bristling before a quarry as nameless to them, say, as a Bengal tiger loose in the woods.


  Fear was their main emotion. Fear of the unknown, the extra-ordinary. It had been in Jake’s trembling furious words. Yes, fear became fury by progression; it was buttressed by hate and prejudice against things far beyond understanding. And there it was transmuted into an animal urge to pounce, to strike, to bite and tear and kill, until a feeling of security was regained.


  Cliff Verden’s heart was in his throat. He and his companions were cornered quarry; he wanted to run, escape, avoid explanations that must make them all outcasts, fit only to be destroyed. But then his brother gave an inarticulate exclamation, and Mary, beside them, uttered a cornered cry which entirely normal human vocal cords could never have duplicated. There was no denying the alien timbre of that cry; there was no lie that could allay suspicion as to its meaning. Defiance was all that was left to use.


  “Okay,” Cliff snarled. “Put down that rifle, Jake—you damn fool! You got us treed; well, we ain’t possums! You want to know the truth about what’s happened to us, eh? You’re scared that your regular lives are being upset! Well—you’re right! Glory, how right you are! So—find out the facts for yourselves! Dig—there! But don’t touch what you find! Then, even if you don’t half understand what everything means, get in touch with Frankie Cramm! Do you hear what I say? Get in touch with him! Call it a matter of life and death—or whatever you like. He may be a stuffed shirt and a featherbrain; I don’t know. But he’s got experts behind him. Dough.


  The advantage of being known everywhere. So—that’s all I’ve got to say. Goodbye!—”


  Clutching Mary Koven between them, the two Verdens ran across the soggy ground toward the nearby woods, taking advantage of the befuddled surprise on the part of Jake Koven, Doc Heyward, and Link Pelhof, with whom they knew there could be no compromise, and no real cooperation. Not any more so than between rabbit and wolf. And the question was; which was which? But this was more than the flight of terrified humans that have become outcasts; it was also the flight of alien entities, lost and harried on a strange planet.


  For the duality—the double-viewpoint—was still more marked and frightening, now, in the retreating trio. They knew that by now they were not more than half Earthly; other minds than their own looked out of their eyes, and drove their hurrying feet, fearing the abhorrence of the Earthly strangeness all around, yet defiant.


  They stumbled on, deep into the forest.


  2


  WHEN THEY stopped at last, Jack Verden said drunkenly, blurredly, between gasps for breath: “We don’t live in our house any more; we hide in the woods. We try to keep safe, try to learn about our strange environment. Our names ain’t our own anymore. Mine is—”


  Jack uttered an eerie, long drawn trill. A night-bird might have made it—not a man. Yet it was a name. In a terrestrial alphabet it could be represented dimly: “Whr-r-r-r-a-ah-hh . . .”


  Jack Verden, himself looked startled at the sound which had come so easily from his own throat. Then, as realization clicked in the still-human part of his brain, his roughened cheeks blanched, and he stood there under a tree, quivering and speechless.


  Mary Koven glanced upward; then, with her arms held in a gesture of protection over her head, she crowded against Cliff’s chest, and seemed to huddle away from the patch of murky sky. Now, for this brief moment, her sobs were completely those of an Earth-girl.


  “Cliff,” she choked. “You get to be afraid of the sky! Of what might be looking at you from out there where the stars and moon and planets are! Of what might come down from out there! The sky used to be safe! Certain things were impossible. But now that’s not so, any more! We’re caught, Cliff! By the moon-people, aren’t they? Glory—it’s the age we live in that’s to blame. Nineteen-fifty-six. Rocket experiments . . . Trips to other worlds about to happen! Contact with Lord knows what, already made . . . Oh, Cliff—how can anybody learn to stand it? . . .”


  He patted her shoulder. By a gigantic effort of will, he forced vagaries, that tried to congeal into reality, out of his consciousness—a vast, pit-like valley; the idea of having a barrel chest and great eyes that could see the rich colors of ultra-violet and infrared; and a thousand thoughts that were not his own. He, too, for the moment, became almost completely Earthly, again.


  His consciousness remained dreamlike. Still, what Mary had just said started in him a flow of lucid understanding that explained present days in the light of history, giving them a very special place. He began to speak, slowly, and almost without slang, as if he read italicized words from a book. But perhaps it was only his own good sense talking: “Sure, Mary . . . For billions of years, since it was created, the Earth has. been completely separate from other worlds. But now is the time when human science has advanced just far enough to end that isolation—destroy that encasing chrysalis.


  “These are the most terrible, crucial days, full of wonder and dread and danger, and a million questions. Worst and most wonderful is that man faces a complete unknown, full of fascination, curiosity, dread, mistrust, yet hope of harmony. Maybe he dreams of friends on other planets—but he doesn’t know that they are there, or that he can even think very much like them. If there are enemies, they are of the worst kind—those who are hidden by the fact that even their existence can be in doubt—while their forms, their powers, their probable means of attack, are completely ungaugable . . . It’s true that the three of us now know something about what we’re up against—but does it help us much? And how green were we a few weeks ago—when it might have mattered? And how green, still, is the rest of the human race?


  “Yep, these are the days of crossing a line, that something in our slow, primitive instinct for naturalness still calls impossible, dreads, revolts against, refuses to accept—though our intellects know that traffic between planets can be real. The refusal goes back to the fact that, through ages of conditioning, down to our beginnings as amoebae, the sky was always an impassable limit. Everything beyond it was a sort of dream—an ungraspable strangeness. It still is—at least partly.


  “So here we are, poised on the brink of one of the most significant incidents of human history—contact across the line. And things “look bad. We’re elected for an honor . . . But can man ever really bridge the gulf of difference? Talk about tact, understanding—we’ll need it, now! We can’t hold on as we are, much longer. Easy, Mary . . .”


  CLIFF VERDEN’S voice died away.


  He clung to Mary Koven as if his arms could shelter her, somehow. She almost managed to smile. Cliff’s gaze wandered to his brother’s still, pasty face. But Jack, too, had found some courage.


  “So are the moon-people scared,” he rasped. “Long ago they knew that the Earth was inhabited—by observing with telescopes, or something. We’re as weird to them as they are to us. There are just a few hundred of them left. But they can guess that we number billions, by the way cities and stuff can be seen from the moon. They’re afraid we’ll come and overwhelm them. Sending scouts to Earth was to try to know better what they’re up against—and maybe how to fight back . . .”


  Cliff understood how his brother knew all this, for it was the same with himself. That duality was the answer—that rapport of minds that had to happen when an alien life-force had half succeeded in usurping a human body, changing it to match an intruding ego.


  From far off through the woods, Cliff heard the rough shouts of men. He thought he recognized Link Pelhof’s heavy voice, turned gruffer with fear, and the excitement of the chase. But distance blurred the words. Now there came the frantic baying of hounds. Could they be half as frantic if they scented mere wolf in country that had been free of wolves for a lifetime?


  Cliff half wished for human rescue, if it was possible—which it was not. But the puckering of his hide was not just the effect of an invading thought, and the desire of another frightened being to escape being destroyed. For he, as a man, was also the quarry; he was linked with circumstances too different for those pursuers to trust. Their brutality was terror.


  The familiar wood was becoming dreamlike around Cliff. Yet one thought was clear: Get to the brook.


  Wade downstream. Throw the dogs off the scent.


  His arms still sheltered Mary. But as the scene shifted with the shifting of his ego to a far place that had been dim in his mind before, she vanished from his grasp. There was no way to prevent that shifting. It was as certain as death; it engulfed him like quicksand. As it must be engulfing his brother, and Mary.


  Then all philosophy, all determination to be courageous and cool, seemed without meaning; he was—there. Utter strangeness was as substantially real as the woods had been, minutes ago. He was prone. Stout metal bands confined him; crystal things gleamed near him. Apparatus. And the walls and roof, too, were crystal. He saw shifting colors that he had not had the eyes to see, as a man. There were layers of cold fog beyond the walls, and sluggishly writhing vegetation. Far off, yet titanically towering, was the mountain barrier—the sides of the Pit. His mind translated other measurements. Two hundred and fifty miles across,. the Pit was, and a hundred deep—at the center of the moon’s hidden hemisphere. The vast dimple produced when the Earth’s tidal attraction had pulled the lunar bulk out of shape. A vast cup to hold the moon’s only air and water. An island for bizarre life, amid stark desolation.


  Just knowing that he was really here, was a jolting shock to Cliff. Then he heard a twitter from beside him, saw great eyes with slitted pupils staring down at him. How could he know, and how could it matter, whether that stare was benign or hateful? Cold rough paws touched him. Shackled in a cave full of snakes, his terror could not have been as great. Cliff’s shrieks were not his own; he heard and felt the dry rustle of his great lungs, sucking in air too thin for human breathing. He saw the great, furry chest of the body that he now inhabited. Metal fabric clothed it, partly. His shrieking became a babble. He remembered that Mary and his brother must be in similar circumstances. Even his entrails seemed to writhe, but only for a moment. He was fairly rugged; but consciousness just faded away. Perhaps he had fainted.


  HE KNEW no more, perhaps for days. The biological exchange of identities proved to be not yet quite complete; for he regained a dim awareness in his familiar woods. A light snow had fallen, but the body that had once been fully his, was by now too changed—its flesh too full of cells enured to hardier conditions—for him to feel the cold. Crouching with him were the things that had been Jack and Mary.


  Passively, as if they belonged to someone else, he watched the paws that had been his hands, arrange fine copper wire around a bit of metal, intricately cut from an ordinary tin can. His attention and curiosity were both dull, as if his emotions were still asleep.


  But he felt the borrowed regret that it had not been possible to bring tools to Earth, by the method of transportation used—for tools were not alive. And other means—small rocket—had not been arranged for, because of the difficulties of damage by impact, and of finding such a missile after it had landed. It had been necessary to steal unfamiliar Earthly tools, and such materials as could be found . . . Cliff had the borrowed memory of invading his own house at. night, like a prowler. The tin-shears, screw-driver, pliers, and hammer, on the snowy ground now before his vision, were his. It was a weapon that his paws were trying to make—something for defense in danger.


  Again he heard the ominous yelping of hounds. Then, like vapor, with no accompaniment of violent emotion—or like a dying dream—the view dissolved. Perhaps he slept.


  l


  The next Cliff knew, an indefinite time later, was that he was back in—hell. Except for a soft artificial glow near at hand, darkness was all around; above, through crystal, icy stars blazed. This was the long lunar night.


  His great ears picked up wild babbling and screaming from close by. Those ears themselves must have changed and intensified his perception of sounds. But certainly the voices must be altered and unrecognizable, too. They sounded like those of parrots gone mad.


  “Cliff! . . . Cliff . . . Where are you, Cliff! . . .”


  The timbre was unhuman, but the pronunciation was curiously accurate. It was as if alien vocal organs, here in the Pit, had a skill at mimicry far beyond that of men, and probably far beyond that of most of the intelligent beings—varying evolutionary forces denied that they would ever be human—that might, or might not, exist oil other still mysterious spheres.


  The first voice died away as if strangled; but perhaps it had been silenced only by the unconsciousness produced by shock and fear.


  But a second voice yammered on: “Damnit—oh—damn! Cliff!. . . . Mary! . . . Oh—gosh! If I woke up and found myself turned into a toad, it would be better. . . .”


  The words identified the raving as Jack’s, though the voice was not Jack’s, as it had been. Now, understandable speech gave way to babbling and yells, once more. But could loss of courage, here, when one’s form was not even like one’s own, be sneered at?


  CLIFF VERDEN joined in the yelling. He knew that the voice that had blanked out had been Mary’s. In parrot-like tones he shrilled her name, and Jack’s name. He writhed and struggled against the bands that held him hopelessly pinioned. Near him. prone and restrained like himself, he saw two barrel-chested, furry figures that he must have missed before. One was still; the other battled uselessly for freedom, as he, himself battled. Again Cliff heard his name called, and he looked into great eyes that now must be his brother’s. Beneath them he saw white hair in wide-flaring nostrils. The face, if such it could be called, was pinched and small.


  The Verdens engaged in no conversation that Cliff could have remembered later; their comments consisted of nothing but raving and curses. They struggled their way to the oblivion of exhaustion, but perhaps Cliff’s reaction to strangeness was a little less wild than it had beer, during his first awareness of being here. Perhaps a dim inkling—born of basic courage—that circumstances might be endurable in this place, came to him, creating a thread of hope.


  Before he. blanked out, Cliff Verden again noticed the thing crouching in a corner. It was shaggier, more barrel-chested, more grotesque from an Earthly viewpoint, than even he and his brother had become. It did not move to touch them now; it only twittered faintly. Was the gleam in its huge intelligent orbs one of suspicious malice for all that was strange to it? Cliff wondered if such emotions were too terrestrial for a creature so different. But then, of course, suspicion was bound to the ancient law of self-preservation—which, because of the savage competitiveness of all life, must be universal.


  Anyway, the glare Cliff gave back just then, was charged with hate for harm done him; for his helpless anguish; for all the eeriness that was around him. Hate . . . Again he seemed to cease being.


  What bits of awareness he experienced, for a long time after that, were like-scattered and disjointed fragments of nightmares. Sometimes he was here—perhaps being studied like an insect. But just as often, his vision and his hearing were back on Earth, with his usurped body, fleeing death with the company of two other shaggy forms. Once, near the end, on a wintery afternoon, when the sunshine made blue shadows on the snow in the woods, he heard the voices of many men from not far off.


  One voice he recognized—Doc Heyward’s; explaining: “Link and I dug the cylinder up. I didn’t touch it, except with the shovel. Link did—with his hands. Later we burned the metal thoroughly with an acetylene torch, to kill whatever dangerous force was in it. Sorry, Mr. Cramm—it was necessary, though the thing would be interesting . . . How do we know, even now, that they won’t send another? Or many? Or that they can’t do to all of us what they did to the Verden brothers, and the daughter of Jake Koven, here? . . .”


  Doc Heyward’s excited tones could carry far, through the clear brittle air. So they’d really managed to call Frankie Cramm in on this nameless trans-special threat and mystery! Cliff Verden felt a little relief, in spite of a distaste for the smooth adventurer.


  He heard Cramm answer—with cocky sharpness: “Too bad, Friend. Should have wired me, first. Now we’ve lost important data. But never mind—I’ll handle matters! Maybe we can take those creatures alive. That’ll be swell!”


  Cliff missed what followed immediately, as his mind blurred again. But later—not much later—he was in on the finale. His viewpoint was that of the hunted, shambling along before the long line of men that pushed their way abreast through the woods, while hounds yammered madly, and moonlight was white on the snow. There was no escape; no cleverness would work anymore, now. The enemy might fight; but the end of the rope had been reached.


  And Cliff found himself not altogether glad, in spite of a threat to all people on Earth—one worse than that of lycanthropy. In spite of the stealing of his own form. For there were balancing forces and reasons; he was living the part of the quarry. Cliff knew that they had come to Earth because of fear and desire for defense and not for conquest—remembering this, now.


  Yet, being a man, he understood, too, what drove the hunters on so savagely. As a small boy he had lain abed on winter nights, listening to the howling of dogs in these same woods. Wolves were then the palest of his imaginings. The cold chills along one’s spine only tried to measure the extent of un-named danger lurking in the darkness and the snow.
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  THE CLOSING-IN of the men was swift. They were dark shapes among tire trees. The forms of Cliff’s companions were grotesque blobs that kept in the shadows. Cliff was suddenly aware of the apparatus in his paws: Tin and wire and bits of glass; a weapon, improvised. It was not his own will that controlled those paws any more; but perhaps a little of his own wishes went with their movement, as they raised that crudely-made arm . . .


  Link Pelhof snarled at him, showing his teeth: “I still know yuh by what’s left of your clothes, Cliff Verden! If you are Cliff Verden at all, now! Damn yuh—maybe I’m goin’ the same way—but it’s your fault! Your fault, I say! But now you’ll die! Die! . . .”


  Pelhof’s words were shrieks of rage, and fear, and unreason. He was a stupid lug, unable now to take the responsibility for his own past unwariness even after he had been warned.


  Jake Koven’s attitude was scarcely any better; his eyes glowed mad in the moonlight. There were honest tears in them—for Mary. But his grief and rage and terror, and will to destroy, remained speechless. Little Doc Heyward glared with silent fury.


  But Frankie Cramm drew Cliff’s greatest notice. He was big, blond, and handsome; his hunter’s costume was melodramatically slick. There was no question about his courage. He spoke now, and that was where the rub came; his diplomacy was of the crudest. He was one of those who call themselves sportsmen—but how often is that name a mere cloak of dignity and self-flattery for sadism?


  “Easy,” he crooned. “Easy, you damned things. Be good, and we won’t hurt you! We know where you came from. My robot rocket, circling the moon, brought back pictures of the valley. Easy. . . .Easy . . .”


  His tone dripped honey and insincerity; his eyes glowed like savage coals. His honest excuse, of course, was that he was afraid, and in deadly danger. But now, in this historic moment—this first meeting of the beings of two worlds, heretofore utterly separate and hidden from each other through all their ages of evolution—could any excuse at all be accepted? For this was the beginning of all interworld contact and traffic—not only for the moment but for the future. The implications of this moment were too gigantic; the question of harmony or chaos, for ages to come, were balanced in it. In a larger sense, not just Earth and moon were involved; human dealings with the unknowns of Mars and Venus—and who could tell knew what other places were involved as well. Perhaps the problem of defeating chaos was beyond human powers.; perhaps it called for the skill of a superman. Maybe harmony was impossible.


  WITH THE pucker of dread tightening the throat that had been his, the eyes through which Cliff Verden saw glared at Frankie Cramm. Cliff’s private feeling was less contempt than regret. Here was the man who probably would be the Columbus of space-travel; he had the means, the leisure, the dare-devil nerve. But on the basis of getting along with unknown entities—the most important point of all—he was utterly inadequate. Crude, clumsy thoughtless, egocentric. A fool. But the worst of it all lay in the doubt whether any other Earthman would be much better.


  Did the doubt presage general failure here? Even more on other worlds than the moon? Did it presage not only the futility of the great dream of interplanetary contact—of widened culture and horizons—but grotesque doom as well? Future war of the planets, fought with Lord knew what terrible weapons?


  Cliff Verden thought of one other thing: the asteroid belt; the fragments of an exploded planet, theory once claimed. Correct or not, could this be taken as a symbol of interworld traffic ending in conflict that actually destroyed one of the contesting spheres?


  Cliff saw the weapon, in the paw that should have been his hand, lift farther, as if to aim. Perhaps this menacing gesture was a glaring error on the lunar side of a difference.


  “Get ’em!” Frankie Cramm snapped.


  Into the sharp scrape of his order blended old Jake Koven’s anguished yell: “Not—what used to be—my Mary! . . .” Jake rushed forward, but his words ended in a gasp, as he ran right into a Winchester bullet that tore open his skull . . .


  Many men fired together. For two seconds the winter woods echoed with the crash and snarl of slugs. Cliff Verden felt the body of his present viewpoint falling. His consciousness grew vague, but the picture of what was happening remained starkly vivid. The paw holding the weapon of tin and wire and glass, moved and tightened. The intended target was Cramm; but the aim of a dying mind can easily be poor; the blue flash—probably atomic heat—missed its objective and tore off Link Pelhof’s head and shoulders.


  This was an insignificant part of action which lasted but a few seconds more. In the air, mingling with the smell of burnt cordite, there was now the sharp tang of ozone. The dogs, awed almost to silence a moment ago, now went mad with yammering, and rushed forward in a savage wave. Cliff Verden still saw the flash of their fangs, and the hair bristling along their backs. The shouting of the men was of the same quality as the cries of the hounds. Fear and fury went together.


  Then silence closed in, but Cliff no longer knew. Three alien forms lay in the trampled snow. The bodies still wore tattered Earthly clothes, from which peeped fur that the nightwind rumpled. Their great eyes stared balefully at the moon. Even in death it seemed that they were dangerous. They were children of the unknown; where their powers began or ended, one could not tell. For had they not been men, once; and had not flesh and mind changed slowly, until they were different? It was space travel by some warping of biological law. There was no way to know the truth—now that they were forever dead.


  The dogs whined and sniffed, as if puzzled and frustrated, now that the enemy moved no more. The men heaved uneasy sighs of relief at victory that meant uncertain peace of mind.


  “Well—that’s that!” Cramm growled grimly, as if to convince himself of a success, which somehow, too, in the depths of his mind, was a defeat—a serious one. He felt sheepish.


  But then his cockiness came back. “Got to finish building my two spaceships as fast as I can,” he said. . . .


  CLIFF VERDEN had no consciousness at all at that time; and it was the same with his brother, and Mary Koven. Nor was there any definite, clear moment of awakening, for any of them. Perhaps they remained completely unaware, for days. Their emergence was like the emergence of the very sick from delirium—slow and mottled and confused, with blackness often closing in over their minds again.


  But they were always in the moon valley, now; little by little the horror of their circumstances grew less, as they adjusted.


  Once Mary said, in a birdlike voice: “We have just these lunar bodies, now. I saw the others die; I saw my dad die . . . You’re here, too, aren’t you, Cliff and Jack? . . .”


  Thus conversation, and understanding of their position, began.


  At an indefinite time later, during an interval of mutual wakefulness, Mary remarked: “We haven’t been harmed, here . . . But that doesn’t mean that they’re our friends; they want to study us—T’chack and the others.”


  She said “T’chack” not as a human being would pronounce the name, but in its correct manner—more as a bird or squirrel chatters. T’chack was their guard, arid doubtless a great scientist. The three from Earth, all had their clouded memories of him, his great eyes glowing from shagginess. He was grotesque, and yet. when you were used to his appearance, somehow graceful. Faintly feline—though he did not resemble a cat. The times he had bent over them, touching them with cold paws, as a mother might caress her infant—or as a spider might turn a fly’s head daintily in its mandibles. The times that he had applied strange instruments to their heads, or put sweetish, jelly-like foods into their mouths, as they lay damped helpless to glassy slabs. The twittering sounds he made.


  “He’ll probably kill us when he gets around to it,” Jack commented once, more calmly than usual. “But so what? We’ve seen everything.”


  “Maybe he won’t kill us,” Mary murmured. “Sometimes I know what he says; some lunarian words were left in our minds when we made the change. ‘Tutoo’ means something like ‘good’. ‘Luleel’ is ‘fear’. And he picked up our names, and a few English words—maybe from our raving, or by instruments, from our brains.”


  Mary’s companions knew; their experience matched hers. Cliff thought how brave she was, to seem so hopeful. Especially hard on a pretty girl, this change of forms must be. But deep down she was Mary more than ever, and he loved her.


  “T’chack!” she called at last. “Good morning!”


  The lunarian, who was busy, then, with a conical apparatus of crystal and metal nearby hardly moved. It was hard to fathom by what dark channels of reason he was prompted to reply in chirping English; “My name is T’chack; my name is T’chack; my name, is T’chack.” He was undoubtedly brilliant; yet, though these Earthians had crossed the path of lunar thought intimately, much of it was still an enigma. Part of T’chack’s brain seemed to function like a phonograph record.


  “We know a lot more about the moon people than just words of their language,” Cliff said. “More than that was left in our minds by the change . . .” Jack and Mary knew that this was so.


  IT WAS DAWN on the hidden hemisphere of the moon, just then. Through the crystal sides and top of the building in which they were imprisoned, the Earthlings could look all around them. High up on the western wall of the valley, vast mirrors caught the first rays of the sun, and reflected them down on mists turned frigid during a night half a month long. Weird growths began to writhe contentedly in the warmth; ice would soon melt in irrigation ditches crisscrossing cultivated ground. There were scattered buildings, all obviously very old. And many a roof and eerie stone tower had fallen down.


  “When you can relax, the scene can be beautiful here,” Mary mused. “But it would be sad, even if we didn’t know the history . . .”


  Like babies only recently born, examining the wonders of life with their eyes, the Earthlings kept looking here and there; and history came to the fore in their thoughts. No other part of the moon had ever been habitable—only this two-hundred-and-fifty mile valley. The lunar race, incalcuably older than man, was dying. Even in this pit-like valley, the atmosphere was vanishing. The last water was sinking to the now almost-cold heart of the moon. Advanced science does not admit that a world can age beyond being kept habitable artificially. But science can forget the forces of weariness and fear.


  “There are just about three hundred lunarians left,” Cliff said “They’ve been scared of Earth for a long time, knowing that we’ve been getting smarter-knowing that none of their weapons would be any good against our numbers.”


  “Hey—are you goin’ soft, Cliff?” Jack Verden demanded. “Take it easy—brother!”


  Cliff Verden considered. Beyond the crystal walls of the building, looking In, were several moon-people, shaggy, forlorn, big-eyed, clad in what looked like coarse-knitted metal fabric. Cliff remembered that he was clamped down helplessly, and remembered all the terrible things that had happened to Mary, Jack, and himself—by lunarian action.


  “Perhaps you’re right, Jack,” he answered. “But we got little to lose, ourselves, by thinking with generosity—or not. And thinkin’ like that keeps a guy optimistic. It’s nice to know, in a way, that there are only a few lunarians; makes ’em a lot less dangerous. But another thing reassures me more. Our present bodies belonged to real moon-people, once; but they’re a lot more human now than T’chack’s body, and seem to be getting more so all the time. It’s the same, in an opposite way, to what happened to our own forms on Earth; you guess where the process ends. It’s growth and change under a pattern contained in a controlled life-force. A man to a lunarian, or vice versa—body and brain, cell by cell. Until an ego can feel fully at home in its new and altered habitation. Maybe the force is the thing behind the genes that shape all living things at their beginnings. Who knows? Well, T’chack does. Anyway, the process is still goin on in us. You can feel the aches of it . . .”


  “Oh,” Jack commented, his tone half dry, and half hopeful. “You mean we might be almost human again.”


  “Maybe,” Cliff Verden answered at last. “That’s optimism, But by being optimistic I was leading up to the question of what happens when what the lunarians are afraid of takes place—when Earthmen get here, at last. When Mr. Franklin Cramm gets here with his rockets and men. Which won’t be long.”


  CLIFF PAUSED, then continued raggedly: “Forget the lunarians; leave sympathy at home with the human race. Even so, when we were kids, Jack, we used to imagine us Earthians making friends across space . . . Well, we saw what happened, didn’t we, when unknown meets unknown? Fear, fury, hate and murder! So, is space travel just no good for all time? Oh, don’t blame it all on human nature; moon-people will kill, too. One time, they could win—on home ground. Then, on Earth, somebody’d get sore; then, when the rockets came in force—goodbye. Juggernaut.”


  “I’m cryin’,” Jack commented dryly. “Hooray for those rocket-ships, and the men to set us poor prisoners free.”


  “If they happened to recognize us as men,” Cliff retorted. “Which they are liable not to—right now. So, what we need the optimism for is the one chance of being buffers between two letters X—for unknown and terrible. Nice job for the devil. Let’s not waste time . . .”


  “We start by talking to T’chack,” Mary said.


  “Sure,” Cliff answered. “Hey, T’chack! Let us loose. Dammit—don’t be a dope! Get this hardware off. You’re scared; bet you know what an H-bomb can do. Yeah—all of a sudden we’re hopeful enough to want to keep on living, ourselves. Maybe we can help you make things all right! . . .” The lunarian turned, and approached, with incredible litheness. Momentarily Cliff Verden’s hope held. He had adjusted enough, now, to complete strangeness, to feel an inkling of its charm. An old dream of his brightened in his mind: (Part of it was fulfilled already, in this eerily-beautiful lunar valley.) To go far with the space fleets. Mars, Venus, Mercury. To make interplanetary contacts a success. To live the high romance of infinite frontiers.


  But inevitable suspicion won a delay—against time to plan and prepare. The abhorrently graceful T’chack twittered one English word: “Dope.” A paw pressed some control; Mary Koven and the Verden brothers, lost consciousness.
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  AT THEIR next awakening, the Earthlings repeated their pleas, arguing endlessly. When the sun of the lunar noon blazed down into the valley, T’chack undamped the metal bands that secured the prisoners. Mercy could scarcely have swayed him, and those others of his kind that he must have consulted; but desperation before danger was another thing. Still, he remained wary; a paw held a glinting weapon.


  “That way!” he twittered, and the Earthlings tried legs that they had never walked on, before. They followed a path to a crystal dome. The heat of day was terrific. Tiny creatures, seen in the brilliant color of ultra-violet, skipped here and there, like grasshoppers. Great lunarian eyes of passers-by, stared inscrutably at the captives.


  Cliff Verden wondered if, in the faces of Mary and Jack, he now saw a slight resemblance to their former selves. A forming of features, a smoothing of skin under fading fuzz. But he felt his own great lungs—smaller than the lunarian norm—rasping dryly as they breathed air in whose rarity an untransformed Earthman would quickly suffocate; and he wondered how he had avoided madness in the change of forms, or how he could accept it almost casually, now. But he wondered also, if it was a means to a broadened understanding—of all the strange, unknown beings in the universe.


  He put an arm around Mary. Yes, she still was Mary; yet their present lines made even this gesture of protection, slightly grotesque and embarrassing. After a moment, he desisted.


  Inside the crystal dome, which was weirdly and beautifully carven, T’chack showed the Earthians the lunar version of a radio-receiver. It was a deceptively simple thing of crystal, shaped like a tuning-fork—with details of metal. But the fork vibrated—responding to the almost infinitely-weakened waves that managed to find their way from terrestrial stations, to this far side of the moon. The voice of the news, commentator, seemed incongruous, here:


  “I am grateful for airforce cooperation in granting me the rank of colonel, and full authority and assistance in tered swamp vegetation and animal life has been sampled, and transferred to biological museums. The remainder has been destroyed . . . On the danger side, it is known that the moon would make a fine firing-platform for action against the Earth, with guided atomic-missiles. It is hardly a comforting thought, in the light of the reported scientific powers of the moon people. As to developments in prospect, I quote from Franklin Gramm’s statements:


  “I am grateful for airforce cooperation in granting me the rank of colonel, and full authority and assistance in dealing promptly with deadly danger. From, photographs obtained by my robot-rocket, I know where I must go. Another incident gives me an idea of the kind of devils I may expect to find. Their valley is large, but limited, and I do not believe that they can be numerous. And I go, fully equipped, and with a picked crew of airforce men. Very soon. I thank all for the great honor that has been bestowed upon me . . .”


  “Unquote, So the matter rests for the moment. Security reasons bar revealing Colonel Cramm’s time of departure. But knowing his reputation, I am anticipating developments at any time. So, until five, pm . . .”


  Martial music replaced the speaker’s voice.


  JACK VERDEN’S mood had changed. “It sounded like Cramm, all right,” he said. Into his elfin tones had crept the shadow of a bitter growl.


  “Yeah,” Cliff commented. “But don’t cuss him too much; maybe it sounded more like anybody and everybody back home, seeing a threatening mystery from the dark side.”


  There was quiet, then, for a few seconds, everyone exchanging tense glances all around. Cliff wondered if T’chack’s great eyes were at once doubtful and pleading. Sympathy warmed in Cliff.


  His gaze wandered around the chamber, hunting a means to avert calamity, that hung over this strange beautiful valley like a malignant fate. But he mistrusted his own sympathy. Had he been so well treated here, after all? Were lunarians less blunt than terrestrians?


  “But that’s not it,” he said aloud. “It all comes back to the same point—the getting away from the law of the jungle and of Genghis Khan for both sides, and the finding of understanding. That, past the terrible obstacle of instinctive fear of things so utterly different and separate. And to preserve, instead of destroying. To get along . . . There’s art, science—Lord knows what all—here . . .”


  “Right,” Mary put in. “Now for a way.”


  Cliff looked at the things which stood on a sort of table. There were two globes—models of Earth and its satellite. There was a model of what must be a telescope. The residual memories of the lunarian that had once ruled his present body, enabled Cliff to understand what was here. The great observatory was on the Earthward face of the moon. So was the point from which the small cylinder, that had enmeshed himself and his companions in a bizzarre sequence, had been fired. Briefly he considered finding the means to go there—but he could discover no advantage in doing that.


  Mary made the obvious suggestion: “If we had a radio-transmitter strong enough—we might talk to Cramm—put him straight.”


  At first blush, the idea looked good. Cliff turned to the creature called T’chack. “Hear that, T’chack?” he asked. Oddly, then, he found himself repeating the question in twittered syllables. With halting explanations.


  “Transmitter we have,” T’chack answered. “But—no good to use. “Already—they come. Too late . . . You not talk—to the ships . . .”


  This did not entirely make sense, but Cliff’s intuition for lunarian psychology suggested an explanation to him—the same hard barrier, built of mistrust for one whose soul was Earthly, though he might otherwise be a friend.


  Laughter, bitter or otherwise, being a human reflex action, did not come naturally to Cliff’s alien throat. But he did shrug. “No,” he murmured, “I guess it would be too much to expect that T’chack and his people would let us do anything that might make us seem, to be running things—even a little bit. Even when they’re in a terrible jam. Nice—isn’t it? Yeah . . . But, of course, we don’t know that talking to Cramm would do any good, even if we had the chance. He’s a bullheaded character . . .”


  Cliff’s words were mild, but defeat and frustration were in them. What was there left to do but wait, ride along, see just how the debacle happened? Like the clash of two sides, that had met once, very recently, in a winter woods at night. Dread building unreason. Dread that chilled the flesh. Cliff Verden felt the tense Impotence of a swimmer. being swept out to sea by the tide. Already Cramm was in space; there was no reason to doubt T’chack’s word, in this. In that airtight observatory on the other side of the moon, the watchers would know.


  IT WAS Jack Verden who now showed a minor defiance to circumstance. “We might as well go for a walk, gang,” he said. “Gonna try to stop us, T’chack?”


  The latter only chirped worriedly, following. The Earthlings were almost casual, outwardly. They walked by a canal; they explored ruins where weathered carvings of odd charm were overgrown with vines as mobile as sluggish snakes. They watched moon-people prepare for trouble, mounting strange, glistening weapons, and studying the sky . . .


  And at an unexpected moment, T’chack burst into song—at least that was what it seemed to be. The trills and warbles of it were eerie and sad and beautiful.


  “It makes you think of stars,” Mary said. “Of distance. And maybe of the end of the universe.”


  Cliff agreed. But though stymied, and perhaps living his last hours—as very likely the charm of this valley was, too—he didn’t stop trying to plan . . .


  There was no reason to return to the buildings where they had been. The Earthlings ate strange, hard fruit; and when, during that week-long afternoon, they grew tired, they slept in the shadow of a wall, and in sight of the encroaching desert.


  But they were awake when the high, thin scream came; and they saw the dazzling streaks of fire high in the sky, as two rocket-ships, curving around the moon, braked meteric speed. They did not come low, then. Flying like planes on short wings, high up toward the rim of that cup of air that was the valley. Ten miles up, maybe. Large though they were, they were mere silvery slivers in the sunlight.


  Some lunarians nearby leaped to their weapon—a great globular knob mounted on a rod. They began a strange, soft chant, with whispers in it.


  “I don’t want to butt in, T’chack.” Cliff Verden said. “But if you value anything at all, don’t let them fire that rig. And hope that nobody fires—here, or up there . . . Come on—we’d better get back to the buildings . . .”


  Cliff’s spine chilled. The tension of each second was like a tight-drawn hair that might snap at any time. And was it so hard to visualize what was going on, up in those great rockets, which certainly had the most violent of hell-stuff in their bellies? Young guys, trained to hair-trigger living and duties, would be peering down with scopes, now’, taking pictures, using radar—learning superfically about things that were worth lifetimes of study. Oh, they were good guys, and cool enough now—up there! They wouldn’t drop anything that was like a fragment of the sun’s heart—yet—not unless they were attacked, that is. But that was where the dreadful tightrope-walk toward the hope of understanding began!


  Jack Verden gave his views of his and his companions’ position, here in the valley. “Any time, Some of the local folk are liable to jump us and commit murder,” he said. “Hmm-m! We’re the enemy within their gates.” Fie glanced nervously at T’chack’s slit-pupiled eyes.


  AT THE place where the Earthians had first looked on the moon through lunar eyes, the four waited, and watched the circling ships. T’chack was restive and inscrutable. To avoid some of the strain of dragging hours, with which little else could be done, Cliff Verden sporadically examined the apparatus of the life-forces that had brought him and his companions here; lunar memory enabled him to understand it a little better.


  The radio, in the nearby dome, brought only music, and substantially the same newscasts as before. With nothing to be gained by listening, the Earthlings gave way to talking—to T’chack, and to other moon-people who crowded around.


  “Got to bear down on the propaganda,” Cliff said. “But with plenty good reason. Don’t start any trouble. For Lord’s sake—don’t! . . . But to vary the routine—T’chack—ever think about crossing space?’ To Earth, or farther? Ever think what it would be like, if the water of this valley were replenished? If fear was over? If there were more of your people? If they could flourish again? Or don’t you dream? . . .”


  The Earthlings slept in relays—on the ground. When the sun was near setting—when the light reflected from the great mirrors high on the eastern wall of the Pit, was already dimming slightly—one of the tiny silver needles that were the space ships, that had circled steadily for so long, propelled by subdued threads of atomic fire, darted westward, out of sight.


  “The beginning of action, I’ll bet.” Cliff breathed. “That ship will probably be landing just outside the rim of the valley—to be fairly safe, and to be held in reserve, while the other one starts things. They must have been waiting for darkness. Dammit—do the toughest parts of this deal always have to happen at night?” Something in his mind chilled and quivered.


  “You’re; nuts, Cliff,” Jack protested. “No sensible Earth-guys would go stumbling around on the moon for the first time, in the dark!”


  “Like hell they wouldn’t!” Cliff answered. “Those guys are picked men Young; reckless; not scared of the devil. And they’ve been under training for trans-spacial stuff for a long time.


  No mere physical circumstances on a world as well known as the moon is by astronomical study, would stop them. Nope, that’s not their weak point. If they think there’s any advantage to the dark, they’ll use it. They’ve got careful theory and plans to follow. They’ve got goggles with night-lenses, for sure. And black-light equipment. And all the other latest stuff. The weak-point is elsewhere . . .”


  Slowly the daylight died; the valley filled with deepening blackness, over which the spacial stars burned. And from high in the sky came a faint whisper. From beside Cliff, eyes glowed faintly, like cat’s eyes. But it was Mary who spoke: “The ship’s coming down!”


  It did not use its jets; it only seemed to glide in, quietly, on its wings, guided, perhaps, by radar. It showed no lights—except a dim glow from its hot jet-nozzles—which made Jack say: “That’s not a real light—to human eyes, I’ll bet—but infra-red, which is heat-radiation. The dopes—they don’t know that our lunar eyes can see black light naturally.”


  “What help is that?” Cliff retorted. “With the moon-people seeing a target—well—that only makes the danger of a shooting-match worse.”


  The ship landed far out across the valley in the desert. The dimmest phosphorescence of the radiation of solar heat still left in the ground, marked its location—behind a screen of surrounding hills. That much shelter had been selected for it. Otherwise, you could call its being there foolhardy, daring—which perhaps must take a part in a bout with the unknown, such as this.


  But what of the consequences of bluff and bravado? That ship was an instrument of mankind’s first brave lunge across the void; it carried a hope of good in the purpose. But certainly no cards could have been more stacked than now against such an outcome. Was it necessary, or even possible, to talk about it, with a dread-tightened throat? Cliff, Jack, and Mary all knew what should happen.


  There’d be a blue bolt from a lunarian weapon; that ship would be torn open in a radioactive blaze. Then its twin would come from wherever it had landed, beyond the valley. Revenge, in a widening flame of millions of degrees, would be blunt and swift, enveloping the whole valley . . . Not a victory—but a precedent of defeat for a dream . . .


  THE SECONDS fled, and that aweful glare didn’t come. But that must be sheerest luck—fear for once sharpening prudence, helping, no doubt. But how long could that last? Again by luck the time extended to several minutes. By then it was not too hard to guess what might be going on out there in stygian gloom, where, through the swift loss of solar heat after sunset, there was no longer even the phosphorescence of black light, for natural lunar eyes to see, or specialized Earthly goggles to detect.


  Two kinds of ghouls might be creeping toward each other. Human and lunar. To each, the other was a horror—a thing so strange and terrible that to hate and fear and fight it seemed the only possible course to follow. Emotional dynamite? What a feeble, archaic term!


  Once there was a flash—from a black light projector. A great blue spark followed it back to its source. Doubtless an Earthman died. Immediately, at a little distance, there was the sharp flare of an atomic bullet. Most likely that ended at least one moon horror. The Earthlings, too, here, had refined atomic small-arms. New and terrible.


  Cliff Verden was sure, then, that all was lost; now the storm would break. But once more—like the lucky turning of a wheel of fortune—nothing followed. What had happened was like the sputtering and dying of some ignited grains at the edge of a pile of gunpowder. Aside, Cliff wondered if the sweat of tension he felt on his body could be lunarian . . .


  Carefully he had avoided turning his back to T’chack; for one never knew what he might do, under present circumstances. Now Cliff moved closer to his brother and Mary. “Get on the other side of T’chack,” he whispered, “in case I can’t talk good enough to convince him. we can’t just stand here; luck’ll never last . . .”


  Then he spoke to the moon-creature. “For your own good as well as everybody’s, you got to let us go,” he said. “To save the valley, or lives, everything. Maybe we’ve got a chance . . .”


  The other lunarians had all dispersed. T’chack’s lungs wheezed nervously for a moment, as if in indecision. Maybe there was a little light ground the hope of understanding between worlds when he chirped, “Go . . .” Or maybe he was just afraid.


  The Earthlings hurried, stumbling across bizarre country where even that self-warming vegetation was going into the sleep of deep freeze in the cold murk of the night. Dimly, by the star-shine, they saw long crystals of hoarfrost forming on the ground. The metal-fabric garments the three wore, generated heat. But even half-lunar skin, with its dead-air cells, was bitten by such a temperature.


  “We’ve got to peg as many of the large weapons of the moon-people as we can,” Cliff said tensely. “Especially near the ship. It’s the one chance to stop hell. Then, maybe we can talk sense into Cramm.”


  THIS, AT least, proved easier than it seemed. In the darkness they looked like, and could sound like, moonfolk. Approaching a weapon’s position, they would chirp a few syllables, allay suspicion, get close, and strike stunning blows with rocks. It was treachery for a good purpose—they hoped. There were more than two lunarians at a weapon, and passwords seemed unknow n—or forgotten about—on the moon. A little action with the same rocks, disabled delicate apparatus.


  Three weapons were knocked out before they got close to the ship. But mostly they were on the way—running, leaping, stumbling—hurrying to win against time and danger. Their lungs, no longer of lunar size, gasped from the exertion. Nearing the ship, they began to circle and search the surrounding hills. Five more knob-like things they found, and put out of business, stunning the beings that manned them.


  Cliff gave a low mewling call, more chilling, from an Earthly viewpoint, than a demon-cry. No lunarian voice answered it.


  The Earthlings felt half frozen, but elated. “Gosh, I hardly believe it,” Jack remarked. “But I guess we’ve done what we wanted—at least for a little while. The worst danger zone for trouble to start, is quiet.”


  Cliff put an arm around Mary. There was no embarrassment now, to be found in awareness of their strange forms. Together, they felt like part of the night. They were adjusting to the lunar environment. “Thanks for everything, Mary,” he said.


  But this lifting of their spirits was pathetically brief. For, from out of the dark, hard, metal-sheathed bodies rushed them. Their low twitters must have been heard, as well as Cliff’s cry; and the night-lenses of goggles must have made the best use of the starshine, to enable the wearers to see them. It was no mild assault. The blows, countering a fear of death and horror, on the part of those who delivered them could have killed easily.


  5


  THE NEXT thing that the Verdens and Mary Koven knew, they were dazzled by the white glare inside the ship. Clutching them were six young men in space armor.


  Instruments and white walls gleamed around them. And before the captives stood Frankie Cramm himself, resplendent in a spotless coverall.


  “Well,” he exclaimed at last, “A new type of local native! Smaller ears and eyes. Less furry. Almost human faces . . . Good work, boys. Hold them easily; mustn’t frighten them anymore than necessary . . .”


  Cramm took slow steps forward. His eyes glowed at once with intense curiosity, and a savage and phony gentleness. His gaze seemed directed mostly at Cliff. “Easy, you poor things,” he crooned. “Easy . . . Nobody’s going to hurt you. As long as you know that I’m boss . . .”


  Meanwhile, Cliff and his companions were studying the man. Cramm was a rather magnificent specimen—tall, well—formed, strong; yet Cliff changed no previous opinion of him. Here was the would-be torchbearer of something great—space pioneering. Maybe his glaring fault, and his crudity before a chosen purpose, was more than a personal trait, but was something inherent in the rough drives of Earthly life. Depth was missing in him; even his cocky self-assurance had the excuse of being a thoughtless, un-selfconscious thing. Yet he looked intelligent.


  But that did not make him wise; however, it is almost impossible to be wise before the utterly unknown. There the only substitute for wisdom is humility.


  Cliff Verden could judge like this now, intellectually; but his emotions could not follow. He’d been through too much, so his fury raged at the man. Still, when he spoke, he kept his voice, which was losing some of its birdlike quality, calm.


  “Thanks for being so nice. Cramm.” he said. “What happens next? Do we set up a military base here in the valley?”


  They were simple words, but coming so simply from a furry and still only quasi-human shape, gave them the power of black magic. Hard young faces of the men present, blanched. For a second, before he recovered himself, Gramm’s eyes fairly bugged. What he said then, was such an obvious thing to say, that it was ludicrous: “You—speak—English!”


  “Sure,” Cliff Verden answered. “Cramm—I like the idea of rocketing to other unknown planets myself. In fact, when I was a kid in Missouri, I kind of loved the idea. Maybe I do, yet. But maybe designing and building the drive-jets that are successful, and navigating across the millions of miles, is the easiest part. Sometimes I wonder how the rest is done. Do you just barge in, against danger, and all the things that you can’t possibly know beforehand, like a Nineteenth Century Admiral taking over some dumpy island in the name of his flag? It sounds screwy to me, Cramm—especially when there are—‘natives.’ Unhuman ones, with a psychology far different From your own . . .”


  CLIFF VERDEN felt the heavy stuffiness of the Earth air around him in the ship. Soon it might kill him and his companions; but for now he was able to talk and observe. Under the impact of a half-lunar thing speaking English with a familiar and mild sarcasm, Cramm’s cheeks became whitened, and dewed with sweat.


  “This is stupid,” he mumbled. “Insane! . . .”


  Jack Verden took up the argument at this point. “Sure,” he said roughly. “Stupid—like the way you look, now, Frankie Boy! Insane—like the way things that happen on other worlds can seem. Okay—let’s make matters easier for you: Want me to guess what your plans are? Yeah. Take over the valley; establish a base; begin running things. Like as if you knew every danger at a glance. Well, let me point out that we think we just saved your life—for a little while! And all of a sudden I get another idea. We’re good American citizens from Missouri; we got here before you did. So, if there’s any taking-over to be done, don’t you think we got claim-priority over you? We should have homestead rights. So maybe we should contest intrusion in the Supreme Court, eh? Or even sue you for trespassing . . .”


  The situation was so grotesque that it was almost funny; but nobody laughed.


  Stung by insult, Frankie Cramm showed anger. It helped clear some of the fuddled confusion from his mind and face. “Oh—” he growled. “I get it. That night in the woods! You’re the other side of the biological exchange. Lunarians into men—here!”


  It was Mary Koven who answered this time. But her words seemed to hit the same mood as those of the Verden brothers, as if they were all one: “To the head of your class, Mr. Cramm! You handled that woods incident with nice, blunt efficiency! Bridge a gulf of difference with a gun—because you’re scared! Because you let your nerves get the best of you, before the unknown! Assuming that you faced an enemy, before you even took the trouble to find out! Because anything so strange has to be an enemy, eh?


  “And you’re the man who wants to be the first to visit the planets! Oh, boy—it’s pathetic! No—it’s gruesome! But don’t get me wrong. I don’t say that any other uninformed Earthman would have done any better than you—or even as well. But the unknown, on a strange world, just can’t be simple. And a mistake could be horrible, involving the whole human race . . .”


  As she spoke, Cliff Verden watched Mary. She was rather splendid. And, aside, he wondered A his ideas of beauty hadn’t drawn something from lunar concepts. He remembered a revived movie he’d seen long ago. A woman made from a black panther; feminine beauty emerging from a sleek and dangerous ugliness, that still had always been beautiful. In Mary’s still half-lunar form, did he now suddenly notice the same thing happening in her—without any abrupt physical Change in the body itself?


  Now Cliff’s, attention was drawn back to Cramm, who stood fuddled again before this last onslaught of words.


  The clatter of an airlock valve jarred the spell. In a moment a young crewman in a space suit was reporting. “We have collected eight natives, all stunned, from beside their broken weapons, sir,” he told Cramm. “We have them outside—shackled.”


  This news seemed to start Cramm’s mind to working again. A light of grudging comprehension came into his eyes. “Thanks, Savrig,” he growled. Then he turned back to the Verdens and Mary. “Also—thank you!” he grated, “For being of material assistance. But the arguments that have been brought up here, are pure, farcial nonsense! I had a job to do, and I did it the best way I knew how! I think danger is past. If they’re wise, these lunar devils won’t start anything. According to plan, by now our other ship has landed men with heavy weapons all around the rim of this valley, and commanding every part of it! And the ship, itself, is now patrolling overhead. And—yes—there will be a military base! We can’t take any chances with treachery! Are you satisfied?”


  CLIFF VERDEN, and his companions all felt the return of a pompous officiousness to Frankie Cramm. Cocky insistence on being always, perforce, right. Their hearts sank as they realized that Cramm had probably, by luck, established his dominance here.


  The sequel was not hard to visualize: Other tough egocentric men with imperialistic ideas would follow Cramm, here; By the science and the drives they brought, the valley might become truly verdant again. But the lunarians would either be forced into extinction, or practical slavery by the type of Earthling who never tried to understand that they, too, possessed culture, science, greatness, which they might have shared for mutual benefit, but which now might be turned by bitterness into a deadly, hidden danger.


  Suddenly, in defeat, Cliff Verden wanted to nit that angry face before him. “No!” lie said. “Tm not satisfied! We’re all alive just by good fortune, which is not your fault, Cramm! This valley could be a smoking ruin—the last of a race gone, and with it a biological science that would certainly be useful in medicine on Earth—just for example! . . . But the moon is an easy place to grab, with only three hundred inhabitants. Look, everybody! Here’s the guy who wants to go to Mars and Venus! The greenhorn! I wonder what he thinks he’ll find there? And what he will find there? There have always been signs on Mars; it’s not dead like most of the moon. And we know that, with knowledge, life can go on even after a planet dies. What kind of life? How does anybody know? But something, certainly, to be handled with care . . .”


  Cramm’s jaw was hard with rage. “I hope you’ve said your piece,” he snapped. “Because I’m going to put all three of you outside . . .”


  It was then that it happened. There was a faint scraping and tapping at the airlock; then a mewling cry. Crewmen opened the lock cautiously, and seized the lunarian who had entered it. T’chack. He gasped and choked in the dense Earth-air, but his glazing eyes searched quickly around him. Maybe his motive was already revenge. He struggled. Then, with small, yellow teeth he bit the hands that held him, and lunged straight for Cramm, whom he must have sensed was the leader. Cramm’s faults did not include a tendency to run away; he grappled with the lightly built monster.


  The Verdens and Mary saw the tiny metal cylinder in T’chack’s gloved paw. It touched Cramm’s bare arm. There was even a tiny spark. Cramm recoiled slightly.


  “You—learn,” T’chack chirped in English. “I go—Earth. You change lunarian . . .” Then he collapsed, half smothered.


  But the meaning of what he had said was plain, not only to the three to whom this same thing had happened, but to Cramm as well. For on Earth he had heard how a process worked.


  In that little piece of metal T’chack had concentrated a molding biological force—a driving pattern of his own shape. Now it had passed into Cramm’s flesh. And into his own tissues T’chack must have let flow a similar though opposite kind of energy, to aid in the change and exchange between himself and the Earthian adventurer.


  CLIFF VERDEN was almost sympathetic to Cramm’s reaction to terrible knowledge; for he had been through this ordeal himself. In a matter like this, no courage was any shield from fear. To realize suddenly that you have been bitten by a cobra, can be only a feeble comparison. For here was slow, grinding horror, that.


  warps limbs and bone and skin and muscle to a form where one can scarcely know himself.


  Cramm’s jaw dropped, and his cheeks seemed to cave in. “Damn—I’ll kill you!” he growled at T’chack’s inert figure.


  “Don’t,” Cliff snapped, protecting the lunarian with what was probably just a bluff—in one way or another, “He’s the one that knows about this sort of thing—the only one who can turn the process back—if it can be done. Besides, what happened serves you right . . . Get us all out of here—outside where we can breathe—and where I can talk to T’chack . . .”


  Under the pressure of events, Cliff and his companions had hardly realized how groggy the air in the ship was making them. But now, as they were hustled out into the stinging cold of a semi-vacuum, and shackled against the side of the ship, the blurry weakness left them. But their lungs, in chests that had grown smaller than those of the lunarians, labored heavily.


  In a moment, all was quiet again. A guard in a space-suit paced back and forth, his form limned against the glittering stars. In a long row, against the flank of the ship, which, of course, was sealed and dark, were the other lunarian captives. Regaining consciousness after having been stunned, they bad covered themselves with desert sand, as a protection against the cold. The Verdens and Mary—and T’chack, who had now also recovered his senses—did the same.


  Now Cliff addressed T’chack, who lay between himself and Mary. “Can the process be reversed, T’chack—for Cramm?” be asked. “You know—can Earthling stay Earthling—not lunarian—after—” Cliff stopped, aiding his effort to make his question clear a moment later, with a few halting, musical syllables.


  There was a long pause. Then T’chack said “Yes.”


  “Good,” Jack commented. “We’ve got Cramm in a nutcracker. We got something to sell him now, that he can’t help but want—his own identity! He’ll give up—come our way—running!”


  Right then Cliff was sure that this was right. So his thoughts wandered. “That apparatus—T’chack,” he said. “Those slabs where we were fastened down. You’re not on one. Don’t you have to be—to change—bodies?” Again he resorted to a few lunarian words to help out.


  “Not—all—time.” T’chack answered. “Not—first—part . . .”


  Now Mary had a question, a feminine one: “T’chack,” she began very slowly and carefully. “Will we—will Cliff, Jack, and I—Mary—really become Earth-people again—completely—in time? With the same—faces—that we had—on Earth?, . . .”


  Again there was an interval—an eerily tense one—before T’chack replied: “Y es—completely—almost—in time. A year—maybe. Bones—different. Many things—different. But flesh—change . . . Bones—change. Things—change. Faces. All . . .”


  CLIFF VERDEN and the others felt drowsy. It was the cold that did it; they covered even their faces with sand, leaving only tiny spaces through which to breathe. It seemed that, in doing all this, they followed a lunar instinct. Their self-radiant clothing helped keep them warm in the awful chill. The sleep that was coming over them was probably like hibernation.


  Cliff thought of the farm, of the green hills in the springtime. He yearned for Earth, to be back there, and to have Mary as his wife. But to retain so much of the old life was now an impulse that was obscured, too, by other yearnings. Far, far overhead, moments ago, he had glimpsed the tiny dart of radioactive fire from the jets of the circling space-ship. And now, with this memory, and with much of the tension of recent events quieting toward better solutions, his mind soared more vividly toward a boyhood dream. High romance across the void. The unfathomed mysteries of Mars and Venus. Danger. The infinite caution and judgment needed in handling enigma—which could never be a simple thing, that could be dealt with so bluntly as a human affair.


  Oh, no! . . . But didn’t that, of itself, mean a more magnificent destiny, not only for mankind, but for whatever other comparable forms of life that might come within their sphere of knowledge? The lunarians were not human—yet even their shapes might be far more human than the beings that might have to be understood, farther out. After all, by some parallel of evolution, the lunarians had arms, legs—and a skeleton and flesh comparable to the human. It might not be the same, elsewhere. But now the shell of isolation of one world from all the others was breaking. It was like a strange, thrilling dawn. Adventurous. But maybe something splendid, instead of a debacle of confusion and horror . . .


  Cliff Verden’s awareness slipped away from him. He awoke to noise and bustle and dazzling daylight—which of itself was a surprize, meaning that his sleep of hibernation had lasted for all of two Earth-weeks! But that was not all of the surprize.


  Cliff stumbled erect out of his bed of sand. Near him were Mary and Jack. Instantly, Cliff’s thoughts lept into the groove of a previous hope that had seemed almost a certainty. “Cramm—,” he gasped. “What happened? Didn’t he come—to ask if his body could be kept from—changing? Didn’t he come—not in two weeks? . . .”


  There was worry in Cliff Verden’s voice, and in the faces of his companions . . .


  “We don’t know—anything,” Mary stammered. “Cliff—what can it ever mean? . . .”


  Space-armored crewmen, who had already freed Mary and Cliff from their shackles, were doing the same for the captive lunarians, most of whom burst from their sleep to hurry away, twittering, still gripped by horror of the strange intruders from Earth.


  Cliff was about to make inquiries of one of the crewmen, when another man stepped toward him. It was Frankie Cramm. His face, inside the transparent bubble of thin plastic, that was his oxygen helmet, looked terribly haggard. And already the skin of his cheeks seemed slightly odd. And the marks of worry were deep around his eyes. He. must have had some tremendous battle with himself.


  Now he spoke, his voice coming, thin and muffled, through his helmet. “I heard what you just said,” he growled at Cliff. “One thing you don’t seem to realize is that I really like the idea of making a success of interplanetary contacts, too. Well—I know what you meant, when last we talked. All right, damn you—maybe I’ve gained some humbleness and insight since! As maybe you did, yourself, not so long ago! By the change you’ve been through! Well, if that kind of a change—giving two viewpoints—is the key to a better insight, I guess I can stand it, and keep my sanity, as well as you can! No—I didn’t come to find out if the change could be stopped. You see, I’m not going to have it stopped!”


  GRAMM’S tone was defiant, his square jaw hard. And Cliff Verden and his companions, in their surprise, realized what they had sometimes sensed before. Frankie Cramm had been crude, blundering, untaught; but under all that there had been strength, potentials, and a savage will to realize to the best of his ability, the dream that was his, too.


  “Good. I admire you—honestly,” Cliff said. “My apologies wherever necessary. What now?”


  There still was a coldness between them.


  “Whatever you advise—if I think it reasonable, myself,” Cramm answered. “No military base here, and my ships will leave as soon as possible. To show good faith. The rest—well—what do you think? We could leave certain Earthly products behind, for the lunarians to examine. Maybe, in return they would give us examples of their inventions, art-work, and so on. All right?”


  “It sounds very reasonable,” Cliff replied. “We’ll see.” But deep down he felt humble and a little errant, himself.


  “Do you want to come back to Earth with us?” Cramm demanded.


  Cliff Verden looked at his brother, and at Marv. It was a hard question to answer abruptly.


  “Maybe we’d better stay here,” Mary said. “We’re not so very Earthly—yet. Though I guess we could disguise ourselves a little. But, for the time being we’d better stay—be ambassadors of good-will. Okay, boys?”


  Cliff and Jack both nodded.


  “Thanks,” Cramm said. “Work out the details you like, and let me know.” He paused for only a moment more to exchange fascinated stares with T’chack, who had stood quietly near, abhorrent and shaggy. Then Cramm turned on his heel, and reentered the ship.


  “Everything’s fine for your people, T’chack,” Jack Verden said. “Tell ’em they, can stop being afraid of Earth. Tell ’em that Earthians are their friends . . . Only, I’m worried about you; maybe you want to back out from going to Earth, now that the revenge motive is gone. Maybe you won’t like being half Earthling for a while.”


  This time T’chack grasped the general meaning of the English words without difficulty. His eyes glowed. Maybe it was the questing eagerness of the scientist. “Not—back—out,” he trilled.


  The four started across the valley toward the lunar buildings. During the next few hours, much happened. Young men took many pictures of lunarians and their way of life. The strange became more familiar, from two viewpoints; barter began. A cigarette lighter might be traded for a weirdly-tooled ornament of black enamel, or a bit or radiant fabric.


  Among the lunarians, sullenness gave way to a strange excitement, which might mean a rennaissance among them, in time to come. Did they also have a sense of wonder? Did it kindle in them a spark that might prompt them to use their science to rejuvenate and re-people their valley?


  CLFF TALKED a second time with Cramm, As a result, two young Earthmen, a physician and a biologist, decided to remain on the moon, to conduct studies. Supplies for them, and a special, airtight space-tent, were unloaded from the ship. Also, three space suits, for the time, not too far off, when Mary Koven and the Verdens, becoming more and more Earthly, could no longer breathe the thin atmosphere of the lunar valley.


  Also, Mary and Cliff had a private talk. Mary answered Cliff’s question with the hint of the smile that had been hers before they had ever tangled with moon-mysteries. Her brows were shaping. Her eyes were turning from yellow to blue, again. And there was short blonde hair, with a suggestion of a wave, on her head, showing amid fading alien fuzz. He thought, again of that old movie—the black panther became a pretty girl.


  “I don’t see why we should wait until we are completely human, either, Cliff,” she said softly. “Or until we go back to Earth. Will we ever be more sure? As a ship captain, Cramm has certain official powers.”


  And so they were married, aboard the Cramm’s number one rocket.


  The other space ship had landed beside its twin. After the wedding T’chack disappeared—to go lie on the same slab on which Cliff Verden had first awakened. Thus he prepared for strange adventure.


  But Mary and Jack and Cliff were present to see the airlock’s of the space ships sealed for the last time, before their leap back into the sky.


  “Good luck. We’ll see you. Thanks for everything,” Cliff said to Cramm. He put his arm around Mary.


  For once Cramm smiled at them. Was it mostly for his view of these still-strange figures showing affection, or for his own grim thought of how he would come back to the moon, and see them?


  “Yes,” he said. “And in a couple of years, maybe we’ll go farther—see the Martians wearing red neckties in the thin desert wind.”


  “Sure,” Cliff joshed back. “I’ll bet. Red neckties.”


  “How’ll we know how to get along with them, then?”


  Dread plucked at Cliff—like that of a nameless noise in a blizzard at night. In the impulse of man to cross space he saw the clangers of complete mystery. Yet he felt a vast eagerness—and the belief that, in Franklin Cramm, human chances for great achievement were as good as they could be.


  “Search me,” Cliff said. His tone expressed caution, shrewdness, a willingness to be flexible, and a humble wonder before the universe.


  “Yeah,” Cramm grunted, staring out across that beautiful eerie valley on the far side of the moon. And far beyond it. “I guess that that’s the only answer.”


  Timber


  Richard Barr and Wallace West


  Anyone who challenged the natives’ stories took their lives in their hands!


  THE LINER dropped like thistledown into its cradle at Elium, capital of the Outer Galactic Federation. In the main cabin, passengers of all shapes, sizes and types of metabolism filed by the blacklight inspec. Just once it squalled “Something to Deciare” as a wizened Arcturan tried to smuggle a gem in his hollow fang.


  Last in line was a tall, tanned and solemn Siriun who could have hidden nothing larger than a flea under his tight, outlandish costume of brilliantly-colored wool shirt, corduroy breeches and hobnailed boots. He stood on the landing-ramp for several moments, wistfully surveying his old home town. It had grown and changed almost beyond recognition; he couldn’t identify a single landmark. But that was to be expected. By Siriun time, he had been absent for a generation—although, to him, only three years had passed. That was the penalty paid by The Explorers. They dashed about the galaxy at faster-than-light speeds, choosing sites for teleports on suitable planets. And when they returned to Elium, the difference between objective and subjective time had made them strangers. Probably not one of the friends he had made before he entered the Service remained alive. Explorers were lonely men.


  “Koern!”


  The passenger’s heart leaped as his name was trilled by a familiar voice. It was Petarok, the Polarian importer. His plumage was grizzled with age now; his back was bent. But his triangular black eyes still snapped with vigor as he worked his way out of the crowd of onlookers and gripped Koern’s huge work-roughened hands with his trembling, six-fingered ones.


  Petarok quavered the four notes that signified “I have a place for you in my home. Come. What have you been up to this time? And where in the name of Hoark did you find those fantastic, ill-fitting clothes?”


  It was late that night before Koern gave him a full answer. They were seated under the plastic dome that protected the Arcturan’s exotic garden from the actinic rays of Sirius’ tiny but lethal sister-sun. A princely meal was under the visitor’s taut belt. Tall drinks were at hand.


  “To sum it all up in a few notes,” the mighty Explorer began, using the vocal shorthand that was the lingua franca of Federation citizens, “I left Elium in ’68 with the Thirty-first Expedition. It took us one year, ship time—that is approximately 20 years, Siriun time—to reach our objective. It was a miserable little cluster of stars that, so we thought, had not been visited in a coon’s age. . . .”


  “A ‘coon’s age’ ?” Petarok stopped his old friend’s lightning-fast flow of ideation. “What on Trantor does that mean?”


  “Well. . . .” Koern scratched his thatch of coarse curly hair. “I am not quite sure. It is an expression I picked up from the natives of the last planet I visited. Let me put it this way: A coon is a small animal, properly called a racoon. It has a very short life. So, to those people, a ‘coon’s age’ means an extremely long time. Do you follow me?”


  “Not far,” said the Arcturan, looking at his guest dubiously.


  “It does sound a bit strange, especially to one trained to make every note express some idea with perfect accuracy. But let me continue: We sighted a GO-type sun with a number of planets. The third one looked as if it might support hydrocarbon life forms. The captain detailed me to investigate, while he took the ship on to the rim of the galaxy. (We had picked up signals which indicated that one of the monster vessels of the Inner Federation was poaching on our preserves out there.) He was to return for me in one planet-year.


  “I was to explore the third planet; see whether it was ripe for colonizing; find out whether the Inners had established an illegal base there, and, if possible, make contact with the aborigines. But everything went wrong from the start. The jet blew a gasket; I had to land in heavy fog; I underestimated the gravity. I did manage to level out just above ground level and came to a stop only after the wings had sliced through the trunks of a number of trees. I really cut quite a caper, I can assure you.”


  “Caper?”


  “The word is another localism. Capers are the berries of a small plant; they are used in making sauces. To cut one means to behave in an unusual way.”


  “How odd.” Petarok ruffled his sparse plumage.


  “It is what the natives call a figure of speech.”


  “ ‘Figure of speech’ ? That is a contradiction in terms.”


  “There are figures in dancing and in music, my friend. Why not in speech?”


  “Pardon me. Pray continue.”


  KOERN sighed, and continued. “The plane came to a stop, wedged between two giant trees; its wings had been sheared off. It couldn’t fly again without extensive repairs. Later, I found it was still as good as ever for ground-travel, although the intense blue flame from the exhaust had a tendency to set the forest afire.


  “Well, I was prowling about the ship in the rain and fog, shivering because of the cold dampness on my bare skin, when I beard a most peculiar sound—something between a chatter and an intermittent bellow. I found that the noise was corning from a group of aborigines who had surrounded me. They were Siroids, but they were about a dozen hands-breadths shorter than I. With slight variations, the costumes of these dwarfs were like the one I was wearing when I left the liner today. The little I could see of their skins ranged from light pink to deep red.”


  “They wore clothing!” Petarok marvelled. “Real primitives, eh?”


  “I must admit there is some justification for clothing in that dank woodland. But that wasn’t the thing that struck me most at the time; you see, the natives were all staring at me with their tiny bearded mouths wide open. They were pointing at me with the cutting-tools they carried. And, without exception, they were making that loud cackling sound. A few seemed so overcome by emotion that they were pounding each other on the back. One or two were rolling on the ground.”


  “An attack-ritual of some kind?” Petarok hazarded.


  “I thought so at first. But then one of them laid aside his tool and came forward, holding out his hand. I took it and he pumped my arm up and down, saying something that sounded like ‘Hire yah, Greenhorn.’ ”


  “ ‘Greenhorn’ ?” puzzled the Arcturan.


  “Yes. I found later that some wild animals living in that forest grow horns on their heads each year. When the horns are young and soft they are called ‘green’ although they actually are pink. Why the term should have been applied to me I never discovered.”


  “You mean you couldn’t learn their language?”


  “Well, I could learn it and I could not. The roots of their language go back to the one used on all planets colonized by the First Federation ten millenia ago, so I could communicate with them after a fashion, soon. But English, as they call their tongue, has become a semantic nightmare. It has been overgrown with hyperbole and the illusive figures of speech that I spoke of. A few words of English, liberally intermixed with references to obscure gods, are all that one needs to get along. (I found that the Arcturan words you once taught me served very well for this purpose.) But the nuances of meaning escaped me. While one word in English is sufficient to describe a concrete object, hundreds of words are needed to express an idea, no matter how simple. Take that cackling sound they were making all the time. They called it ‘laughter’. But the ideation of it never became clear to me.


  “I stayed in that forest the full year, for several good reasons. A blacksmith, who had agreed to rebuild the jet’s wings, never finished the work. Once his hammer was stolen by a woods-demon he called a pack rat. Then he told me an enemy—‘Dutchman’ seemed to be his name—had put a hex, or curse, on his forge so the fire would not burn. Also, he said the titanium I needed had to be mined in a far corner of the planet from which it was carried into the forest on the back of a slave named ‘Tvlufe.’ The poor fellow! He was abject in his apologies.


  “And there was the problem of fuel. Most of my oxozonide had been carried in the jet’s wings. I had plenty in the main tank to move the jet through the forest, but I didn’t dare venture on long trips for. fear I wouldn’t have enough left to reach the ship when it returned. I kept asking the little men if there were some place where I could purchase oxozonide but could never make them understand. They thought that was my name for the jet.


  “Also, after I became slightly exhilarated one night on their extraordinarily-potent beverages, I mentioned the Federation’s plan for colonizing Earth, as the natives called it. My new friends were thrilled at the prospect and proceeded to tell me all about their planet. They assured me I would be wasting my time on exploration since all the land surfaces, from pole to pole, were covered by deep forests. Only a few trading-villages existed at junctions of some of the rivers.


  “Finally, they begged and implored me to stay near them so I could protect them from the wrath of their Great God Weyerhaeuser.”


  “Could you not have told them that gods are mere superstitions?” Petarok asked.


  KOERN shook his head, firmly. “Oh no; an Explorer is pledged never to undermine primitive customs. I had to pretend to fear Weyerhaeuser as much as they did. Their religion, you must understand, is just the reverse of the arborolatry found on many backward worlds. It is built around arboricide.”


  “Arboricide? The destruction of trees?” the Arcturan chirped in horror. “But deforestation is a major crime on every Federation planet.”


  “Earth isn’t an Outer Federation planet, nor is it likely to become one, I fear. Anyway, I was told that their primary deity eats wood in almost unlimited quantities. Every year he must be placated by the sacrifice of millions of big trees; otherwise, Weyerhaeuser may cut off all supplies of alcoholic beverages. If you knew these foresters, you would realize that that is the worst punishment that could befall them.”


  “Astonishing!” The feathered trader took the hint and refilled his guest’s glass. “What machines did they use to achieve such a slaughter of trees?”


  “Until I taught them to build a few time-savers, they did it all with hand tools—such as axes, saws and wedges. Of course they had help from their enslaved quadupeds in getting the logs to the streams that served as their only arteries of transport. Occasionally I thought I heard faraway sounds that hinted at the existence of heavy machinery, but my lumberjack friends said I was mistaken.


  “On the other hand, they were not as impressed as I had hoped when I used the jet to drag huge loads of logs; to break up jams in the rivers; and even to dig channels into parts of the forest particularly rich in trees. They did admire me when I sliced through huge trunks with one blow of the axe I had made. (They never asked me, so I didn’t have to tell them I had affixed an atomic-separator to the edge of the blade.)


  “The thing that most impressed them was that I could drink more, and sweat longer and louder, than any of them.”


  Petarok sighed and pushed the button which brought robots rolling with refreshments for the refreshments.


  “Wasn’t your life constantly in danger among those savages?”


  “Not at all. They tagged around after me by the hundreds wherever I went, and adopted the work-routines I suggested without argument. Fact is, the only trouble I ever had was when I drove the jet too far downriver one day and they thought I had lost my way. They found me and were so piteous with their pleas as they pressed closely about me that I couldn’t find it in my heart not to return to camp. . . . No, Petarok, the natives are quite gentle, except when their veracity is questioned or they go on one of their weekly tears.”


  “Tears, Koern?”


  “That is another puzzler. The English dictionary I studied said tears are drops of moisture exuded by the eyes. Yet, on such occasions my lumberjacks absorbed vast quantities of moisture fortified with alcohol. Such orgies exhausted all of us every Saturday night until we couldn’t hurt a fly for the next three days.”


  “I suppose a fly is a vicious animal of some kind?”


  “No, it is a small but pestiferous and disease-bearing insect. There also are verminous mosquitoes, fleas and cooties. It is a miracle that I survived. Those pink Siroids really are tough, my friend; perhaps the incense they burn constantly to propitiate Weyerhaeuser makes them comparatively immune. Tobacco, they call it. Wish I had brought some back with me.


  “Yes, I might have carved out a wooden kingdom on Earth if I could have survived those pests and the eternal flapjacks.” Koern shook his head sadly.


  “And what might a flapjack be?”


  “If one took a round piece of thoat-hide; greased it with tark-fat; burned it black, and drowned it in butter and simple syrup, one might have a replica of their main food article. Horrible!”


  HE WENT on dreamily after finishing his drink. “But there were compensations; that was a vast virgin land. The natives were proud of it, even as they denuded it. They liked to engage in day-long contests to see which team of lumberjacks could destroy the. most trees. If the topsoil washed away after its forest-cover was removed, why that was none of their concern. There was an apparently limitless supply.


  “There was a girl, too. Flaxen braids down to her knees. She served beverages at a nearby tavern. Pretty as a miniature. Her name was Babe. She was vastly pleased when I renamed the jet after her.” Koern’s voice trailed off. His black eyes probed the past.


  “There was one trait they all had that irritated me at first,” he resumed. “I thought they were pathological liars. In the evenings, gathered around wasteful outdoor fires, after eating their indigestible food and playing alleged music on raucous instruments, they would vie with one another in telling stories that seemed based on the most outrageous falsehoods. I was troubled greatly by this. How could any society, no matter how primitive, thrive on a steady diet of untruth . . . and flapjacks?


  “But soon I found that each apparent lie was based on truth; that was when I began to sense something sinister in their yams.”


  “Yarns?” queried Petarok.


  “Yarn is their name for a kind of woolen string. The philology escapes me. Once my blacksmith friend suggested that the boys were ‘stringing me,’ but he only cackled when I asked him what that meant.


  “Their stories told of log cabins so tall that the chimneys had to be hinged to let the moon go by—obviously an impossibility. Or they described rivers a mile wide and an inch deep; or supermen who wore seven-league boots; or hunters who could see and kill game hundreds of miles away. That might all have been pure myth except for one thing: “If anyone dared question the veracity of the tales, it called for a ferocious, hand-to-hand fight. Kicking, gouging, hobnailing, knifing, all were fair in the contest that ensued between the story teller and his challenger. Nobody, no matter how primitive, would fight to the death over a myth; and that was particularly true of my gentle lumberjacks.”


  “Could you repeat one of those tales,” the Arcturan begged. “I have a great interest in folklore.”


  “I will try to tell you the one that finally decided me to rejoin my ship,” Koern answered. “The time for the rendezvous was drawing near, and the jet’s wings still were not repaired. So, after dinner, I told the boys I was going to drive over to the blacksmith shop. It was a beautiful spring night. The jet-flame threw fantastic blue shadows among the trees bordering the old logging trail. I idled along, trying to decide whether to return to my lonely life as an Explorer, or—as she had suggested so tenderly the previous evening—to bunk up with Babe.


  THERE WAS a long silence as the Explorer dwelt in the past. Finally, he said. “Well, I found the smithy dark. My friend must have gone off on a toot. (Now please don’t ask me what a toot is, Petarok. The dictionary said that it is a sound made by a horn.)


  “I bent nearly double, and succeeded in getting through the shop’s doorway. Using my atoflash, I looked about for the jug of refreshments that the smith kept always on hand. In a corner, under a pile of junk, I caught the characteristic gleam of titanium. I dug under the pile. There were my wings, repaired and as good as new.


  “I dragged them out and attached them to the fuselage. Then, after refreshing myself several times. . . . (Yes, Petarok, I will have just one more short one) . . . I idled back along the trail. The motor-exhaust seemed to be whispering: ‘To go or to stay? To stay or to go?’.


  “I still had not made up my mind when I reached camp. I parked several hundred feet away and crept forward silently, not wishing to disturb the storytelling. Nobody noticed me as I sat down far back among the shadows.


  “Jacques Marin, the gang boss, was in full swing. He was a wicked in-fighter in any brawl, so nobody ever questioned the truth of his tales.


  “It always was called the year of the big wind after that,’ he was saying. ‘That was the year when this big feller showed up around Coupe Nez. He was swoopin’ down out of the sky when we first caught sight of him, ridin’ a fire-breathin’ blue ox a hundred feet tall. And that ox was towin’ a pine log a mile long. He must have known we were watching him and wanted to show off. Just before he landed he made the ox switch that log sideways. It mowed down a swath of trees fifty miles long ’fore it stopped rolling.’


  “I held my breath, out there in the shadows,” Koern interrupted the story. “My spine prickled. What creature in all the universe could accomplish a feat like that? Could it be . . .? Impossible, I told myself, but I continued listening intently. This was the first time I had ever been an eavesdropper and it went against the grain. But if I could obtain important information for the Outer Federation. . . .


  “This feller was a good fifty feet tall, himself,” Jack was continuing, after he had moistened his vocal chords. ‘His round, stupid-lookin’ face glowed like’ the settin’ sun behind him. He climbed off the ox, dusted hands as big as haunches of beef and said: “Well, gents. How’s about bendin’ the old knee to the Federation; I’ve come to make slaves of the whole human race.”


  “The Federation! My heart stood still,” Koern interpolated. “So a representative of the poaching Inner Federation had contacted Earth! No Explorer ever has met a citizen of the I. F., but they must be of gigantic size to accomplish the interstellar damage they do to us. And this talk of slavery! It was a dead giveaway. We never, never use that word.


  “Well, we decided we couldn’t lick the guy,’ Jacques went on after the cackling died down around the fire, ‘but we thought we might bamboozle him.’ (No, Petarok, please don’t interrupt me again.) ‘We told him a cock-and-bull story and then we put him to work to keep him out of mischief. First thing we got him to do was to dredge the Mississippi River so we could float our logs plumb down to New Orleans. Then we had him put out a volcano or two that had been bothering us . . . and dam up the Great Lakes . . . and a few other little chores. Man, we had that giant as busy as a cat on a hot griddle for a hundred years.’


  “By this time I realized that there was only one thing I could do,” Koern explained as he wiped the sweat from his broad brow. “I had to get back to the ship and warn the captain. If those of the Inner Federation could accomplish such miracles, we of the outer systems must start building up our defenses at once, or face destruction. With infinite slowness I began crawling back toward the jet. But before I got out of earshot I heard somebody beside the fire call out.


  “Hey, Jack,’ the voice yelled.


  ‘What was the name of the big feller?’


  “ ‘Well,’ the gang boss answered, ‘we couldn’t rightly call him by the one he gave us. It sounded too corny. But we remembered there was a village idiot in Coupe Nez named Paul Bunyan. So, among ourselves, we always referred to him that way.’


  “When Jacques said that,” Koern concluded, “such a riot of cackling and bellowing broke out around the fire that it scared the birds in the trees. I knew that that was my chance to escape without attracting attention. I ran like mad, jumped into the jet and gunned the motor. Twenty-four Earth hours later I made contact with my ship.”


  He stood up and yawned mightily. “Well, thanks for the entertainment, friend Petarok,” he said. “I must be going now; have to make a full report to the Federation Council in the morning.”


  Something for the Birds


  Dave Dryfoos


  There must be a place in this stellar expedition for an artist, Haines thought; but his talents didn’t seem to fit in.


  WITHOUT remembering exactly how he’d gotten there, Evan Haines found himself lurking behind a pillar at one of those small, select art galleries in mid-town Manhattan. A man and a girl strolled up, the girl all curved and soft, the man straight and hard. Awed, they stopped before the nearest canvas, a colorfully-complex abstraction. “Genius!” the man murmured.


  “Pure emotion!” the girl sighed. “Doesn’t it make you feel good?”


  To make her feel even better, Haines emerged from his lurking-place and admitted having painted that picture—and all the others in this, his first one-man show. Promptly the soft curved girl flung herself into his arms. The straight hard man bellowed in rage, and from behind Haines’ back clawed at the girl’s clinging arms. Haines awoke.


  l


  Without remembering exactly how he’d gotten there, Haines found himself face-down on the warm soft sand of the planet, imprisoned within a globular plastic helmet and spun-glass body armor. From behind his back, hard straight Oscar Garston, leader of this First Stellar Expedition, clawed at the clinging arms of sleep.


  “Get up!” Garston roared, apparently not for the first time. “Get on your feet, Eightball!”


  Haines scrambled erect. “I’m sorry, sir,” he sputtered; “has anything happened?”


  “Has anything happened?” Garston mocked. “Only that some of these bird-things came and hoisted the roof off my shack. Merely that the wind has scattered my papers all over the landscape. But it’s nothing to worry about, this business of sleeping on guard.”


  Appreciative snickers formed an obbligato to Garston’s tirade. Haines felt sure the entire twelve-man crew was awake, and listening through their helmet-sets.


  “As long as the crew’s alert, sir,” he said, “don’t you think I might as well pick up those papers.”


  “Go ahead,” Garston told him. “Desert your guard-post; you’re no use here, anyhow.”


  Haines hesitated, confused by the sarcasm.


  “Don’t stand there!” Garston shouted. “Get those papers before the birds do!”


  Vacantly, Haines stared upward at the sentinels soaring over the camp. They numbered about a dozen—huge, scaly flying lizards, hovering and circling on fifteen-foot wings.


  Already one had swooped for a fluttering, windborne paper. While Haines gaped, the thief seized its trophy in a six-toed talon and carried it aloft.


  Haines ran under the bird, waving his arms and shouting impotently into his throat-mike. Anonymous mockery stabbed through the earphones, urging him on.


  “Faster, Eightball!” someone shouted.


  Another was more critical: “Let’s have more grace in those movements. Art-Boy.”


  Haines decided not to be urged on; the stolen paper was irretrievable, anyhow. He stopped, switched off his communications-set, and went rapidly to work gathering the other records from where they drifted over the bare red sand or fluttered against the barbed-wire barricade.


  He knew that the boys were right, for once; this time he’d really been an eightball. Sleeping on guard, of all things . . .


  Maybe he’d always been an eightball. Maybe he deserved to be everybody’s butt.


  BUSILY picking up documents, Haines shook his head, wondering how things could have gone so wrong. Here he’d spent nearly all this twenty-four years dreaming and scheming for a chance to paint the scenery and catch the feeling of unexplored Space. He’d studied every photograph taken by the one ship that had preceded them to this Earth-type planet, till he could reproduce each from memory. He’d known more about Space-travel than any other graphic artist in the USA—had made himself a natural for this job. But it wasn’t working out . . .


  Sighing, he acknowledged that lack of social skills had something to do with his failure—painting was a solo performance, while most of the others had always worked in groups. But it wasn’t his fault that none of them understood Art, nor wanted to.


  Like right after Brennschluss, when he’d set to work to show how he felt about the stars as they’d appeared in the ship’s observation-ports. The men had cared nothing for his feeling—had derisively agreed his work didn’t look like the stars, and, when he’d tried to explain it wasn’t supposed to, had contemptuously forbidden him to paint with oils en route, on the flimsy ground that the fumes fouled up the air-conditioning. As if anyone could catch the brilliance of a sun in pastels or water-color!


  He’d never been listened to, after that—had never had a chance, for instance, to explain how Art could be a point of contact with the beings they’d come to study. Yet it could be—and of all arts, painting was the most universal; it had certainly transcended the barriers of time, space, and language down on Earth!


  But these fellows just didn’t know that; and they didn’t know what to expect from him, either, he decided bitterly. Take that last trip to those sandstone cliffs now stabbing ragged spires at the setting sun. Garston hadn’t meant to be cruel, Haines admitted inwardly, but the demand had meant use of a rest-period to get the sketches in shape, and guard-duty’d followed without any chance for sleep . . .


  But that wasn’t an excuse! There was no excuse—except this damned planet, with its cloud-canopy that distorted all colors by adding jaundiced shades of yellow. Everything was distorted here—even a fellow’s personality.


  Trotting tiredly after an especially-elusive bit of paper, Haines thought of how tiredly he had trotted from the cliff-dwellings. They’d shown up in pictures taken by the unmanned ship. Under the cliffs they clung to, were a half-dozen geometrically-laid-out fields of what looked like grain, each in a different stage of ripening, as if planting had been timed to assure a continuous harvest. Naturally, everyone had assumed some sort of neolithic culture to exist here; the Expedition had been formed to contact it.


  And what had they found, that made them trot back so tiredly? Birds’ nests! The supposed cliff-dwellings were the nests of these huge and fearsome bird-things—the fields, unexplained oases in the bone-dry desert.


  Of course, the birds could have planted those crops . . . but no one knew; no one knew anything that was applicable to this world. The Expedition was completely frustrated in its efforts to contact native life-forms. Yes—and as always, frustration had given rise to the need for a scapegoat.


  Impulsively, Haines opened his transmitter, and said, “Baaaah!” When he’d snapped the switches shut again, he felt much better.


  THE MEN re-roofing Garston’s shack gave Haines some ugly black glares when he returned with his armload of papers. Their resentment added much to his burden of guilt: the time they’d spent on this unexpected job had come out of a badly-needed rest-period.


  Much seemed to have been added to Garston’s burden of anger, too—he was nearly beyond speech. Still, he appeared anxious to be fair. “All right,” he grunted. “I suppose you want a chance to explain.”


  Explain why he’d slept on guard? Say he’d been tired, with the whole crew obviously exhausted? Hardly!


  Dredging his mind for an evasion, Haines dragged up the subject of Art, that he’d been trying for so long to broach. “Sir,” he said slowly, trying to keep his thoughts ahead of his words, “I think the birds took your roof off because they feel the shack is ugly.”


  “Oh, you do! You think your refined esthetic sense that sets you apart from us Philistines is shared by the birds, do you?”


  He was set apart, Haines realized. The muttered jeers now growling through his earphones seemed anonymous because the jeerers lacked individuality for him. He was Eightball—they were They. Only Garston counted with him, and that largely because Garston was Boss—the first boss he’d ever had.


  He had to go on—had to prove to this boss that he wasn’t wholly an eightball, after all.


  “Look,” he said, speaking now with desperate haste, “flowers attract birds and insects by their form and color—and Man finds flowers pretty, too. Birds get their mates through the display of plumage, and Man collects this plumage, and wears it. Doesn’t it seem as if many forms of life share the same sense of beauty?”


  “Maybe,” Garston grumbled; “but what’s that got to do with sleeping on guard?”


  “Nothing, sir. But—well, I’d like to try attracting natives by painting for them. You’ve tried every way you could think of to get a spark of intelligence out of one or another of the living things we’ve seen around here—and those we assume to exist but haven’t seen. You’ve appealed to curiosity, by displaying tools and equipment; challenged the sense of property by harvesting some of those crop-like plants; sent us wandering around with silly, welcoming smiles on our faces. Yet the only interest displayed in us comes from these gruesome bird-things overhead—and they seem like so many vultures, interested in a sick lamb.”


  “Oh, now I get the connection,” Garston said bitingly. “You don’t do your job very well, so you want a crack at mine.” He smiled toothily. “Brother! Now I’ve heard everything.”


  Haines kept quiet, waiting. Everyone had tuned in—he could hear them breathing. Garston toed some sand into a pile, then suddenly kicked the pile aside.


  “All right,” he said, “I’ll take you up on your idea—if you take me up on this: if you don’t want to go back to work, just put down those papers and leave; go and paint. If you make any kind of a contact at all in the twenty hours between now and nightfall, I’ll personally tout you as a hero. But if you refuse to work with the rest of us, and nothing comes of your solo efforts, when we get back to Earth I’ll have you tried.”


  The tacit offer of forgiveness was tempting to Haines. He stood silent, nearly ready to give up his painting project and join in fixing the shack.


  Then someone muttered, “See? All talk and no guts.”


  Haines handed his papers to Garston. “I think I’ll gamble,” he said.


  The mutterer chanted, “You’ll be sorry!”


  WITH communications-switches closed against interrupting sound, Haines carried camp-stool, easel, paint-box, and a couple of prepared canvases up a small knoll just outside the barbed-wire barricade surrounding ship and camp. The load taxed his strength; at the top, he paused for breath.


  The ship was to the east, a truncated cone. To the west were the cliffs—and the setting sun. Forested hills closed in the northern horizon; hills so steeply broken and so heavily matted with vegetation that Garston had kept clear of them, choosing the bare desert as their first subject of study because it offered less cover for anything hostile.


  Garston had chosen the desert in fear, Haines suddenly decided. Everyone in the crew suffered from the same feeling—fear of the unknown. Each could conceal it only from himself.


  They’d come to contact alien life-forms, yet had avoided the forest that could logically be expected to support the most life. They had come to contact the natives, yet dressed to avoid contact with even the air of this world. They’d collected no specimens because they couldn’t safely handle them—couldn’t bring to Earth materials that might harbor strange diseases.


  They could only look at this still-unnamed world, and they didn’t know what they were looking at. Everything was like these little pits, here in the red sand at his feet. The pits could be lairs, or tracks, or some unfamiliar property of the sand itself. No one knew.


  Just looking at those pits made Haines’ stomach churn, but he forced himself to stay—to use them, in fact, as his inspiration.


  He would paint the fear that ate within him, depict in oils the surrounding landscape as seen through the haze of horror that blurred his vision. A nonobjective painting, that would make it—a picture of how he felt, not what he saw.


  Wouldn’t it be a laugh if the birds could understand what the crew could not?


  To work, then. A small canvas, so there’d be some hope he might accomplish in two hours what few could do in two months. For speed, one already started, with a dull light yellow ground on which darker features could be made to grow in a frenzy that reversed the medieval process of putting light colors on a dark background.


  A frenzy that became the more frantic as its futility became the more evident. A frenzy that aroused no more interest in the soaring bird-things than it did in the soaring cliffs that looked down his neck from three miles away.


  When he quit, after the self-allotted two hours Earth time were an hour past, Haines liked his work. The frenzy showed, but was suited to a portrait of fear. Never had he worked so well so fast.


  Never had he worked to less point. The painting pleased him, but that fact was immaterial; it didn’t please anything else on the surface of this planet.


  He propped it up in the sand, a hundred yards away from the easel, hoping its isolation there might overcome any shyness that kept the soaring bird-things from swooping low to view it, knowing his hope was futile.


  But then, maybe the bird-things weren’t the highest life-form here. Maybe there was some other sort of being he should try to attract. How did one know? And how could one paint, knowing nothing of the tastes of the viewer?


  He went back to the easel and pressed a gadget at his neck that brought a Benzedrine pill within reach of his lips. Chewing its bitterness without water, he wondered how many Earthdays had passed since he’d last slept.


  Never mind. Work to be done. Nonobjective painting didn’t go, here—he’d have to try a recognizable planetary landscape.


  THIS TIME he started more soberly, trying to catch the yellow, cloud-palled sunlight’s effect on the jagged pinnacles of multi-colored sandstone, and on the reddish sand that swelled to their base, devoid of vegetation, but scarred by freshets and bruised under rock-falls.


  The work didn’t go very well. He took more Benzedrine—two, this time.


  Soon he began to jitter. Careful brushwork gave way to smears of color squeezed from the tubes and carved with the palette-knife. He worked like a madman for an additional hour, and then, calling the job completed, looked up as if to take a bow.


  Only the rising wind peered over his shoulder. It pointed grit-laden fingers at his work, dotting the sticky pigments with dirt as if trying to help.


  The experiment was a failure—no native life-form took the slightest interest in what he’d been doing.


  Carefully, fighting down an urge to erratic motion that was born of Benzedrine, Haines folded and stacked his equipment. He paid pedantic attention to each detail of stowage, giving the simple operations as much concentration as a savant might bestow on a complex and crucial experiment.


  But he couldn’t stall forever; with paint box closed, easel folded, and other materials arranged for carrying, he had to consider the consequences of failure.


  Discipline here had grown from the laws of the sea—a quasi-military regime imposed on civilians in the face of a common danger. Haines could be put in irons; he wouldn’t be, though—his labor was needed and no one could be spared to guard him.


  What Garston had said, he meant: punishment would come when they’d returned to Earth.


  Soon, then, he’d be disgraced. Ruined. Finished.


  Everyone else on this First Expedition would become an authority on extra-stellar travel; everyone who wanted to could take subsequent trips, make a career of exploration. Knowing that in advance, Haines had fought for his place in the crew.


  But now he’d go down as a misfit; an eightball; a man who wouldn’t do his share; a traitor to the rest of the team. No one would want him around.


  No one wanted him now . . .


  He glanced at the second painting, face up on the sand. It was almost obscured by blown dirt. The wind outside his suit must be getting quite strong, now that the sun was nearly down.


  The first painting would be in even worse shape-—he could see from where he stood that it directly faced the wind. And no doubt it was still as tacky as flypaper.


  Flypaper. He felt all balled up in yards and yards of flypaper. Benzedrine drummed through his head, and phantasms of fatigue danced to the drums.


  He wandered off from the work he’d sweated to accomplish, knowing it to be wrecked, feeling a kinship with all forms of wreckage, but irresistibly drawn toward the longest shadows now darkening the sand—those of the sandstone spires.


  BLINDLY, Haines trudged—through sand that turned from yellowish red to yellowish black as he entered the shadows, from black to red as he emerged. Sometimes he stumbled down a draw, only to scramble up and out again. Occasionally he reached areas of bareness, where rocky outcroppings jabbed at his boots.


  He didn’t know where he was going, nor why. He was purposeless, directionless, unobserving—prodded by his overdose of Benzedrine to unthinking restlessness, self-isolated by failure, self-deafened by the closed switches in his helmet. He stopped only when the never-used emergency signal, that could not be shut off, suddenly jarred him with its warning beep.


  He switched on his transmitter-receiver, and heard Garston calling, “Haines? Haines? Haines? Come in, Haines! Come in, Haines!”


  To leave this conflict-free solitude was like leaving the warm security of sleep. But Garston was as insistent as a prodding mother. “Haines? Haines? Haines?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Where are you?”


  Haines stared vacantly around. “I don’t know, sir; been wandering.”


  A groan. “All right, we’ll find you. Keep your set open, hear? Keep your set open and don’t wander any more—the men are tired enough.”


  He didn’t doubt it. This would be the last straw—this unnecessary, exhausting chase at dusk, with the risk of being caught out on the cloud-canopied, moonless, totally dark, fearsomely strange planet. And all because the expedition eightball had wandered off, contrary to standing orders and plain commonsense.


  “Never mind,” he said. “I’ll come back; track myself.”


  “You’ll do what you’re told! There’ll be no tracks, on account of the wind.”


  “I’ve got emergency equipment,” Haines argued. “I’ve taken too much Benzedrine—that’s why I wandered. But at least there’s no chance I’ll go to sleep on the way. Why not let me try to make it back alone, sir?”


  “I don’t care how much Benzedrine you’ve had—stop arguing! I can’t put off a search without taking a chance on having to do it in the dark. I won’t have any wandering in the dark, because I want the group to return to Earth intact. I want no fatalities on this trip—and especially, no suicides. You can’t make yourself a hero that way, Haines.”


  “No, sir.”


  “Set your automatic location-transmitter to ‘on’. We’ll take a bearing from the ship—I’m there now. But stay where you are, so the bearing will have some meaning when we come after you.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  SITTING in the sand, listening through his earphones for further instructions, Haines heard little but the sound of hoarse breathing. Three men were in the party, he decided—doubtless the two crewmen who’d seemed least exhausted, and Garston himself. Between themselves, they spoke occasionally in monosyllabic grunts—to him they said nothing.


  Too tired to talk, Haines decided. Too tired—and nothing pleasant to say, either. Certainly not to him. Yet all of them together could hardly hate him as much as he hated himself, just then.


  Trying to make things easier for Garston he looked around for landmarks to describe. But the distorting shadows and yellowed, muted colors, made meaningful description difficult.


  Anyhow, he couldn’t see very far. He stood in a swale at the base of a variegated sandstone cliff. He couldn’t see the cliff’s top—within the limited area of his vision was nothing that might seem prominent from the route. An uncalled-for verbal description of the place would only produce confusion.


  Yet he couldn’t just sit there and wait. He was still over-stimulated from the drug, still possessed of the pointless urge to activity that had driven him into these shadows.


  He ought to have brought his sketch-pad, Haines decided. Sketching would take the restlessness out of him. And overhead were now a couple of the large bird-things that hovered over the camp. Wryly he thought of them as his public, grinned at the need to disappoint them.


  Come to think of it, he needn’t disappoint them. There was plenty of sand here. The region was something like the Southwestern United States—and in the Southwest, he remembered, sand-painting had been the aboriginal vogue.


  The deadening effect of dusk made useless any widespread search for the soft reds and yellows and browns of a Navaho painting. They wouldn’t show in this light, even if he’d felt like going after them, in direct disobedience of orders.


  But there was a stratum of crumbly white sandstone at the base of the cliff fifty yards away. It would contrast well with the dark-shadowed red sand under foot. He could make a design like the one in the worn black-and-white bedroom rug his grandfather had bought in some National Park.


  GATHERING sand at the base of the weathered cliff was easy, but Haines found it hard to remember the design of the old rug. His mind seemed dominated by the present—obsessed with the guilty knowledge that he’d gotten himself lost. He felt compelled to do something about it. He decided that with his trained pictorial memory he might be able to make a map of his half-remembered wanderings—orient himself by reconstructing his route.


  Beginning was easy. With the red sand smoothed to form a six-by-nine-foot frame, he started with the knoll, putting it at the right-hand, eastern edge of his map. He used relief—the knoll was a sculptured mound; the ship, a cone of weathered sandstone. Rocks represented the cliffs as seen from the knoll. Between knoll and cliffs, though, was a five-foot stretch of blankness.


  Years of painting had given him the habit of thinking in pictures, and Benzedrine now helped. He was able to remember a few half looked-at features that he’d passed along the way. But only a few.


  He concentrated, his mind closed to the labored breathing of the search-party. Kneeling, eyes on the ground, he worked himself into an almost trance-like state, trying to remember, remember . . .


  Crash! A sudden sharp blow on the helmet slammed his face-piece to the sand. Impact sounded like the crack of lightning; he lay prone a few seconds, unconsciously waiting for thunder.


  The silence was more profound than before—he could hear nothing, not even the search-party.


  With head hunched as close to his shoulders as the helmet would allow, Haines looked up. Before his face, a rock rolled over and came spinning to rest.


  Someone—something—had thrown that rock. Haines froze, staring at it, awaiting a second blow. Then, getting a grip on himself, he said into the throat mike, “All right; now quit it, before you bust something.”


  The words sounded dead in his ears as if the blow had deafened him.


  Cautiously he felt over his helmet. The antenna was bent, some wires loosened. The rock had put his receiving equipment out of business. Transmitting, too, he decided.


  He sat up and looked around for the men. They were not in sight. Slowly at first, but more and more anxiously, he searched with his eyes every visible foot of terrain—first the sandy rim of the swale, then the cliffs. Nothing! No one!


  His eyes ranged higher—to the bird-things. As he watched, one swooped, let fall a rock, and soared away. The rock landed two feet from Haines—within the frame of his map.


  A chill swept over him—a shivering coldness so intense that for a moment he thought the first rock had cracked his helmet, exposed him to the atmosphere, insured his immediate death.


  His heart pounded. Sweat poured itchily down his back.


  He couldn’t scratch. Tormented, he threw himself face up on the sand to writhe within his armor.


  That didn’t help; it did, he suddenly realized, lay him open to further attacks from the birds.


  Two of them, each bearing a rock the size of his head, swooped low, braking their descent as if to insure accuracy. Then, with a flirt of scaly wingtips, each dropped his rock—within the area of the map.


  They didn’t seem scared, Haines decided. They could certainly have clipped him as he lay spread-eagled. Most likely they hadn’t tried to. They must have aimed where they hit—at the map.


  Slowly Haines got to his feet. Carefully, with an eye on the birds, he walked a hundred feet away, and sat on an outcropped ledge.


  A bird landed in the middle of the map, scratched at it, stared at him warily with vulturous eyes, and soared away. Another bird brought down a small stone, set it within the map’s frame, moved it a few inches to the right with a prehensile talon, shoved it a few inches to the left with a nudge from its reptilian head, and flapped away.


  The number of birds circling overhead had increased. They were apparently trying to destroy the map, just as they’d tried to destroy the shack. Wondering why, Haines could only sit and watch, fighting to remain motionless so as not to frighten them off, tormented by itchings and a cramp that twisted like a knife-blade in his right thigh.


  With increasing boldness the birds pecked at, clawed into, and dropped rocks on his map. With increasing insistence, his aches and pains demanded he shift his position. But even a single new fact, learned in the course of his stupid wanderings, might help repay the men who were struggling to reach him. Besides, Haines told himself, his flesh deserved a little mortification. He must sit still and watch—the more so for the very reason that the effort seemed a torture, and one that would never end.


  It did end—and as suddenly as it had begun. With simultaneous jerks the grounded birds raised their heads, rotated them in complete circles, ran with clumsy steps into the wind, and took off together. Watching them, hoping to get from their movements some clue to the cause of their flight, Haines nearly fainted when Garston tapped his shoulder.


  CONFUSION followed: shouting and arm-waving till the search-party got it through their heads that the damaged helmet prevented communication; a half hour of impatient sitting-still while young Milton, working without tools or spare parts, made emergency repairs. Meanwhile Haines got no opportunity to inspect his map, much less explain it to Garston.


  But there wasn’t any cross-examination. Instead, Garston came over to the ledge where Haines sat, and stretched out his hand to be shaken. “Congratulations, Haines,” he said.


  Sarcasm again! Disregarding it, Haines said, “I don’t suppose it’ll do any good, but I’d like to say I’m sorry to have brought you out here, like this.”


  “Well, if we hadn’t come—and if we hadn’t been able to observe the bird-things for a minute or two before they took flight—we might not have believed you. And after all, this is what we came for.”


  “What is?”


  Garston looked at him searchingly. “You haven’t seen for yourself?” he asked. “You don’t know that the birds have made a perfect map of this area?”


  Haines was dumbfounded. “Perfect? I thought they were wrecking it, the way they tried to wreck your shack . . .”


  “Go and look. It’s a beauty; your theory really worked!”


  Puzzled, Haines got up and walked the hundred feet to the site. Within the frame he’d smoothed—while leaving knee and hand marks that the others must have seen—traced in rocks and pebbles and white sand, was a relief-map.


  The camp, the knoll—the parts he knew best—were perfectly represented.


  The swale and cliffs at his present location were recognizable. Of the many other details, he couldn’t be sure, till Carno silently handed him an aerial photograph, taken before they’d landed.


  The comparison was too close for coincidence. There was no doubt of it: the birds had completed the map he’d begun, applying knowledge of the terrain that he simply didn’t have.


  “What do you think now?” Garston asked gleefully.


  “It looks like we’ve made contact with the natives, all right,” Haines admitted slowly. “But I still think I owe you an apology. It was wrong of me to wander off, even if it did turn out all right. And then, my theory was haywire, because what made the contact wasn’t Beauty, but a simple map that I got up more or less by accident.”


  “What the hell, boy,” Milton said admiringly. “It worked!”


  “But, Milt—it worked in reverse!” Haines insisted plaintively. “I set out to make contact by expressing myself in pictures, and wound up interesting the birds with a map. And a map, after all, is a bird’s-eye view. I wanted to create something they’d recognize as the work of an intelligent mind, but came out with something they did, that shows they’re intelligent. So you have to give the birds most of the credit for making this contact. It certainly wasn’t my work—at best, it was co-operative . . .”


  “Well, what did you expect?” Garston demanded. “Cooperation in the face of a brand-new situation is the hallmark of intelligent beings. But the way you talk, Haines, it certainly doesn’t sound as if you want to be treated like a hero, as I promised.”


  “No, sir,” said Haines promptly, “I don’t. But what I do want,” he went on, looking wistfully from Garston to the others, and back again into his boss’ eyes, “what I do want, sir, is to be a member of your team.”


  “If the Court Pleases”


  Noel Loomis


  Now, if there were such a thing as “timetravel”, what about the havoc in the legal domain, when lawsuits were filed across centuries, against firms that didn’t exist as yet?


  ROSS HUDSON dutifully poured a fresh glass of muscatel brandy for his father-in-law, Judge Butler. The Judge held the glass up to the fireplace, where an old-fashioned yellow-pine log was burning (none of these modern electronic fireplaces for him; they didn’t smell like pine) and looked at it lovingly before he sipped.


  Ross said politely, “Did you enjoy the sky-polo game last night, sir?”


  The Judge looked up. “Never watch ’em,” he said testily. “Too far away; all you can see is neon tail-lights like a bunch of fire-flies in the sky.” He snorted. “The audience doesn’t get the feel that it’s a part of the game.”


  Ross didn’t entirely agree, but out of expediency he did not answer; anyway, it didn’t make any difference. He knew what was coming, so he listened to the Judge with one ear, while the other was alert for the footsteps of Sylvia as she went dutifully from room to room to look at her mother’s new curtains. Ross liked the way Sylvia walked. It was almost as much fun hearing her as seeing her, because there was a cleanness in the way she lifted and set down her feet, a crispness that was very like her and made her vivid to his mind. (They had been married a year and ten months.)


  But the Judge was delivering his syllabus: “There never has been a game like good old-fashioned baseball.”


  “No, sir,” Ross agreed absently. He thought Sylvia and her mother had crossed the hall and were on their way back down the other side.


  “I remember back in 1924—that was forty years ago this fall—when I saw the most dramatic moment in all the history of sports,” the Judge proclaimed, settling back in his chair. “New York and Washington had won three games each in the World Series. In the seventh game, Washington made one run in the first half of the twelfth inning. New York came to bat and got the tying run on base; then they got the winning run on third.


  “The Washington pitcher was weakening. The next batter fouled two, and then got three straight balls. They yanked the pitcher and put in old Walter Johnson, who was supposed to be through in the big leagues.”


  The Judge sat up straight. “Look at it: last half of the twelfth inning; two men out; two men on. The fate of a World Series depends on one pitch—and Washington has only old Walter Johnson to send in.” He paused and sipped his sweet brandy, with the flickering log fire making ruddy shadows on his heavy-jowled face.


  “What happened?” Ross asked automatically, and waited for the answer that always came.


  “He struck ’im out,” the judge said, with a little flourish of the glass, and paused a moment. “I would give ten years of my life,” he said impressively, “to re-live that moment.”


  Which wasn’t a particularly generous offer, Ross thought, for the Judge was white-hairea and at an age where the insurance-companies’ experience tables weren’t too reliable.


  “Maybe you can see it again,” Ross suggested, “if all this talk of timetravel materializes.”


  “Bah,” said the Judge. “Reminds me of television back in the forties—only they’ll never travel in time. It isn’t logical. Think what it would do to our judicial procedure. Imagine deciding a case on precedents that have not been established.”


  Then Sylvia came in, and Ross felt warmed all over. Whatever else the Judge’s faults were, Ross could forgive him because of Sylvia.


  “By the way,” said the Judge as Ross started to get up, “that was a very nice case you presented in court Monday.”


  Ross sat down again and said hopefully, “Thank you, sir.”


  “Too bad,” said the Judge, “that I have had to decide against you.”


  Ross swallowed hard. “Against me, sir? I thought—”


  THE JUDGE cleared his throat vigorously. “There was that little matter of shifting the burden of proof on a fraud action. Your own pleadings tripped you up.”


  “I had considered that,” Ross said, “but I did not believe it pertinent.”


  “Everything,” the Judge said unctuously, “is pertinent to the trial of a case.”


  “Also,” Ross insisted, “it was a very close point—and its materiality was hardly justifiable. Neither side considered it—in the arguments—and I did not suppose you would make any particular effort to pass on it.” Ross was speaking very conservatively. He felt like saying there was no sense in dragging that point out of the gutter.


  The Judge set his glass down and wagged a long finger at Ross. “This court,” he admonished, “never sidesteps anything.” He paused and then went on, “Too bad it had to be you, but you know how it is; I wouldn’t want anybody to accuse me of partiality because you married my daughter.”


  “I know,” said Ross, wearily.


  “Look here, my boy,” said the Judge as Sylvia came up and touched Ross’ shoulder, “you aren’t taking it hard, are you? After all, what’s one case? Why, I lost hundreds before I went on the bench.”


  Ross’ voice was unemotional when he answered, “I didn’t mean to convey that impression.”


  Sylvia looked at Ross and said, “I think we’d better go home.” She spoke to her father. “Ross has been working on a brief and he looks tired.”


  They said goodnight and got a taxi. It went up to the 700-foot level and cut across the Hudson toward their suburban plot that was only one fourth paid for.


  Sylvia held Ross’ hand. “Why did you act so strange with the Judge tonight, Ross? What is that case he decided against you?”


  Ross looked away. “No, not that—exactly.”


  “Tell me about it,” she urged.


  “Well, I suppose I might as well. I don’t hold it against your father, really. He makes the decisions according to his own lights—but I do wish he wouldn’t go out of his way to. find reasons for deciding against me. It’s well-known in the bar association that he’s so afraid of being accused of partiality, he leans over backward to decide against me. It’s so well-known that no other lawyer ever offers an objection to appearing against me before the Judge.”


  “Maybe it’s just the breaks,” Sylvia said soothingly.


  “No,” said Ross shortly. “As a matter of fact, I’ve never won a case in federal court before your father.”


  Sylvia thought for a moment. Then she said, “Can’t you ask for a different judge or something?”


  “And file a certificate of prejudice against my own father-in-law?”


  She squeezed his hand. Presently, she said, “Don’t worry, dear; something will turn up.”


  Suddenly his reserve seemed to weaken. He said, with the first trace of bitterness that he had known in years, “It already has.”


  She looked up quickly. “How?” she asked.


  HE DREW a deep breath. “Well, you know how it is down at the firm. I started with Burnquist, Stalland, Crawhall & Lathrop five years ago. Harold Ferguson and I headed our class and so we were picked. It’s an old firm and a very good one, and they wanted new blood. Burnquist will retire next month.”


  “Then you’ll get promoted to a full partner,” she said, excited.


  “No,” he said slowly; “not now. You see, the point on which the Judge decided against me munday—without argument by either side, because neither side anticipated it—was one on which Ferguson was basing an important case; and the Judge’s decision was adverse to him.”


  “But it can be argued again, can’t it?”


  “It can, but it’s a close one; and in such a case the precedent set by the previous decision will have a lot of weight.”


  She looked at him and there was a tiny crease between her deep blue eyes. “You mean they won’t let you be a partner because of that?”


  “It’s worse than that,” he blurted. “Burnquist has asked me to resign!”


  She stared at him, then gasped. Presently she straightened up. “You can get in with any film you choose,” she said; “you just—”


  He shook his head sadly. “Not as long as your father is federal judge.”


  She was thoughtful for a moment. “What will we do? It took all we made to keep up our payments on the house?”


  “I don’t know,” he said with a deep sigh. “I wish I did. It would be just as hard if we went to some other town. They’d look up my record.” He shook his head soberly. “I guess the truth is that there are too many lawyers. If one stumbles along the way, a dozen rush in to take his place—and then he’s lost his momentum.”


  “Maybe you can specialize in something and make a spot for yourself,” she suggested.


  He shook his head, wearily now. “Everybody specializes; there’s no new field.” He patted her blonde hair, glossy under the krypton lights. “I hate to say this, baby, but we’re in a mess.”


  She sat up. “I’ll have a talk with father,” she announced.


  Ross sat up too. “Whatever you do,” he ordered, “don’t try to bring pressure on the Judge. He’s a stubborn old goat as it is; if anybody ever tried to influence him, he’d certainly do just the opposite.”


  She stiffened. “You called my father a stubborn old goat,” she said incredulously.


  But Ross only sighed. “I was very kind,” he said firmly.


  Sylvia was quiet. Ross, when he let down, felt pretty glum.
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  THE NEXT day was Saturday; Ross wrote a check for the monthly payment on the house, and in the late afternoon went out to dig up the iris roots. Sylvia came out after a while, and they worked side by side, neither one talking. Of course there was security in 1964, but no guarantee of luxuries. Ross kept thinking about their little house, that wandered over the center of five acres, among trees and along the picture-book creek where Ross could catch enough brook trout for their supper.


  They’d spent a lot of time planning and more time working. In fact, the house was a member of their family, and presently they planned to have four children to be brought up there. But the house was still heavily mortgaged, for a junior partner in a law firm didn’t get the best cases; and nobody knew better than Ross that the home-finance companies were not taking any chances with defaults on homes like theirs. One payment missed, and—powie! He snapped his fingers.


  Sylvia knocked the dirt from a bunch of roots and looked at him. “That’s what I was thinking,” she said slowly. “And then where would the children play?”


  He looked down at her and smiled. “Maybe—”


  But she said in a low voice, “Ross, look at that strange man walking up the drive.”


  Ross shook the dirt from his hands and stood up. The approaching stranger was tall, and he walked lightly. He wore shorts of an odd, softly gleaming material, and a queer jacket-affair that looked like a short-sleeved polo shirt with the bottom unraveled almost up to his neck. His skin, a good deal of which was visible, had a warm, bronze, healthy look.


  Ross went to the front gate set in a white picket fence. He met the man there, and the man said, “Ross Hudson?”


  “Yes, sir.” Ross had an uncomfortable feeling.


  “You are a lawyer?”


  “Yes.”


  “A member of the bar of this state?”


  “Yes.” Sylvia came up behind him.


  “Admitted to practice in all state and federal courts?”


  “As far as I know,” Ross said cautiously, and reached reassuringly for Sylvia’s hand.


  “I’m Jephre Tayt,” the stranger said, and smiled. His smile was engaging. “I represent the Gibraltar Surety and Indemnity Corporation.”


  “Yes?” said Ross. He shook hands, and introduced the stranger to Sylvia, who then went reluctantly back to the irides, while Ross tried in vain to place the Gibraltar Surety.


  “Now,” said Tayt, “you have recently been connected with a very strong firm here in town, I understand.”


  Ross was startled. “Recently,” Tayt had said—but old Burnquist had suggested he resign only that evening, after all the others were gone, and nobody else knew but Sylvia—and Mr. Tayt. “Yes,” Ross said after a small pause.


  “May I ask your plans?” said Tayt. “Are you going in with another firm?”


  “I suppose I’ll have to,” Ross said slowly. “In these days, a man would starve if he tried to go on his own. The big firms have all the good business pretty thoroughly zipped up.”


  The stranger looked at him intently. “Before you do that,” he said, “I am empowered to offer you a retainer to represent us independently in an action to be brought soon.”


  Ross opened his eyes wide. “Come in,” he said, “and tell me about it.”


  THE STRANGER walked in. He was quite tall, and Ross wondered if he was on one of the sky-polo teams. He accepted a daiquiri with the remark that “You people have such delicious beverages.”


  Ross was puzzled. Tayt had made a couple of odd remarks. Ross led him to the rock garden, and they sat in the shade where Ross could watch Sylvia working with the iris.


  “Afraid I can’t tell you too much until I know whether you will accept our case.” said Tayt. “But I can say this: We underwrote a warranty for the Everlasting Paint Company on two hundred million dollars worth of paint furnished by them to the Channel Construction, Ltd., for use on a steel bridge. Now—”


  “Two hundred million?” asked Ross, frowning.


  Tayt smiled. “It was very unusual paint, as you will see if you accept the case. I can only say further that Channel Construction is suing us on the warranty contract, since the Everlasting Paint Company is no longer in business.”


  “It’s queer,” said Ross. “With business of that volume, I should recognize those names. But I don’t—except for the paint company—and they were doing business a few weeks ago, I am sure.”


  Tayt watched him steadily. “I am prepared to offer you a thousand-dollar retainer, with the understanding that this case is acceptable to you—and I can tell you now that there is no reason why an ethical lawyer cannot handle it, if he is willing to prosecute a point of law that is entirely new to the courts.”


  “You mean a major point that has not been ruled on?”


  “That is true. You will find no precedent whatever in the past. What do you say, Mr. Hudson?”


  Ross considered for a moment. “Providing there is nothing unethical or absurd,” he said, “I will take your case.” In fact, as he watched the forlorn actions of Sylvia—as if she had no expectation of seeing the iris bloom there again—he guessed he wouldn’t be too fussy about ethics.


  Oddly enough, Tayt counted out the retainer in hundred-dollar bills instead of offering a check. Ross wrote out a receipt and a retaineragreement. Tayt said, “When can you see me again, Mr. Hudson?”


  “Any time,” said Ross. “Tomorrow?”


  “Certainly.”


  “I’ll be here at the same time, shall we say? Goodbye.”


  “Goodbye.” Ross stared after him, wondering what it was that seemed so strange. Then, when Tayt stepped into the taxi out at the road, Ross stared down at the bills in his hand. He picked Sylvia up and tossed her into the air. When he caught her he grunted. “I guess I’m getting weaker as I get older.”


  “No,” she said. “I’m putting on weight—in various places.”


  He stood off and appraised her playfully. “In the right places,” he amended.


  Then she saw the money in his band and gasped. . . .


  THEY CELEBRATED that night, because they had enough money for three or four months. Ross awoke at noon the next day with a fuzziness around his brain. He had hardly finished shaving, it seemed, when the door-chimes announced Tayt. He waded through the Sunday paper on the floor of the long, low living-room and asked Tayt in. They went to the library, where Sylvia brought them coffee.


  “Now,” said Tayt, opening a big brief-case, “I’ll outline the case for you. In the year 2235 Channel Construction, Ltd., a temporary merger of all the big companies of Europe, undertook the contract for a bridge across the English Channel. In the course of construction, they made a contract with Everlasting in New York for the paint, which Everlasting guaranteed to protect the bridge from erosion for five hundred years. We, as surety-people, underwrote the guarantee. Then in the year 2011 an atom-pile-projected interplanetary craft crashed into the bridge. The power-plant exploded and destroyed a section or so. Somebody else—Aetna, I think—held the insurance, and agreed to replace the damaged spans. But they discovered that the powerplant of the aircraft, which had been in contact with the bridge when it exploded, had in some manner impregnated the entire bridge with radioactivity. While this was not enough to prevent use of the bridge, it did cause deterioration of the paint. By the year 2200, the paint began to crack: and in 2235 Channel Construction sued us for the amount of the guarantee—Everlasting having been liquidated previously. As I say—”


  Suddenly Ross came up out of his daze. “Did you say 2235?” he asked.


  Tayt raised his eyebrows and nodded. “I will—”


  But Ross held up his hand. “Just a moment.” He went into the kitchen and came back with a bottle of bourbon and two glasses. He poured a glass for Tayt and one for himself. He killed his own and poured another. Then he sat down again and drew a deep breath. “Now,” he said, “away with the double-talk; just tell me what you want me to do.”


  Tayt smiled. “It’s a surprise, isn’t it, Mr. Hudson?”


  “What’s a surprise?” demanded Ross.


  “That we of 2235 are using timetravel in business. But you see, Channel Construction figured it was a lot cheaper to go back into time to get the bridge built; things are so high in our day, you know. I believe the records show that the work was actually performed about five years from now—or started at that time, rather. But they had to go up to 1994 to get the right paint; then they came back to 1968 for the underwriting to take advantage of lower rates. Our laws require, of course, that such companies have a representative in our time, and that is why I am—”


  ROSS GURGLED, and quietly collapsed in a heap. When he came to, Tayt was helping himself to another drink.


  Tayt smiled at him and said, “Perhaps you realize now why I picked you. We need a smart, open-minded attorney.; and all the conservative, established firms turned me down cold. In fact, I spent three days in Bellevue, under observation, before I learned my lesson. They—”


  “Hold on a minute,” said Ross, suddenly alert. “Did you come here from Bellevue?”


  “Yes.”


  “Sorry, Mr. Tayt; very sorry. I’ll return your money now and we’ll call the whole thing off.”


  Tayt said pleadingly, “Please, Mr. Hudson.” Then he shook his head. “I cannot understand why the legal profession is so delightfully stupid. It’s a little discouraging.”


  Ross was opening his wallet. Then, to his horror, he realized that he had already spent over a hundred dollars of his retainer. It was hard to believe, but then orchids and champagne—he closed the wallet. After all, it was legitimate; he would go far enough to earn his retainer, anyway. . . .


  l


  But when Tayt came the next time, Ross began to wonder. On the fourth visit he began to ask questions; and by the fifth visit he was half-convinced that temporal translation was a fact. It had become a fact in the year 2200, with development of magnetic currents and their application. In plain words, Man could travel backward in time but not forward, and some enterprising men of 2235 had been quietly utilizing the idea to commercial advantage. Now, it seemed, with two hundred million dollars at stake, it had to come into the open, and they had picked. Ross to represent them in 1964.


  Ross’ brows were continually furrowed in those days. He accepted service from Channel Construction from the year 2235 in the name of Gibraltar; and to be on the safe side he filed counter-suit against Everlasting in 1964, which was at that time a small company.


  “It will be the first inter-temporal case ever tried in court,” he told Sylvia, “and we must not overlook anything. The decision in this case will establish a precedent for time-travel cases for all time.”


  Sylvia accepted the facts of time without too much rebellion. In her opinion, the retainer fee was eloquent.


  Ross was served with an answer on behalf of the paint company by Harold Ferguson, and he swallowed hard when he saw that the firm’s new letterhead said Stalland, Crawhall, Lathrop & Ferguson. It made him feel bad for a while. But the case was set for trial in district court, and Ross got busy in the public law library. He ran into Stalland down there one day and spoke to him. Stalland spoke shortly and turned away. That hurt.
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  ROSS DIDN’T quite understand it, but his information was brought up to date two days later, when a registered letter came. “It’s from the bar association,” Sylvia said wonderingly.


  Ross opened it gingerly. It wasn’t time for dues—and anyway, why was the bar association sending him a registered letter?


  He read it aloud. “Complaint has been filed against you for professional practices unbecoming to the dignity of the bench,” he said slowly. “You are hereby notified that hearing has been set for December 12.”


  He let the notice drop from suddenly-numb fingers. “It’s a disbarment action,” he said harshly, “for taking part in a time-travel case. There are a lot of people who still believe time-travel is something that occurs only in fiction; they don’t understand it, so they want to get it out of their sight.”


  “If they disbar you,” Sylvia said slowly, “that means you can’t practice law any more, doesn’t it?”


  “It does,” Ross said grimly.


  “What will you do now?” she asked.


  “For one thing, I’ll have to hire a lawyer to defend me. I don’t dare defend myself, for then if I overlooked something, I’d have no recourse. You know the old one about the lawyer who defends himself?”


  “No,” said Sylvia, her eyes round.


  “He has a fool for a client.”


  Sylvia didn’t laugh, and Ross got serious. They had just enough money to last until about the time of the trial of the Gilbraltar case—which was set for the last week in November—so Ross didn’t dare to hire a lawyer to defend him in the disbarment action. He. couldn’t ask for more money from Gibraltar until after the trial; so the best he could do was wait until then and hope for a break. Certainly he wouldn’t ask any reputable lawyer to defend him without a retainer, and nobody came forward and offered to. The entire legal profession of the city was leaving him very much alone.


  “Just because time-travel is something new,” he complained to Sylvia, “they refuse to admit its reality. They’re afraid of it, so they close their eyes and pretend it doesn’t exist. And they’ll punish anybody who disturbs their little dream-world.”


  “What will you do if you are disbarred?” asked Sylvia.


  Ross shook his head. “I don’t know anything but law. If I can’t practice-well, I don’t know. There isn’t any common labor any more, and all the skilled men belong to unions—which limit memberships to their own apprentices. I don’t know,” he said, looking grimly at the weeping-willow trees along the creek. “I really don’t know.” . . .


  TAYT HAD promised to send him some legal help. On Friday before the last week in November, Ross was out painting the white picket fence when he heard a steady clanking sound come up the drive. He looked—and then he stared; a robot was coming up the drive.


  Ross had seen robots on exhibition; this one looked very much like the others, except that it was six feet tall and very thin. Ross looked for wires, then for a power aerial, but saw neither. The robot drew up with a little final series of clankings and said, “Mr. Hudson?” in a deep, beautiful basso.


  Ross jumped. Then he swallowed and said, “Yes, sir. That is—yes.”


  “I’m Smibob,” said the lovely bass voice; “I have been assigned to help you on the Gibraltar case.”


  There were few things that could astound Ross any more; he was merely astonished at the appearance of Smibob. He took him around to the back where Sylvia was fussing with a trellis, doing her part in the little game they were playing to pretend they had no thought of giving up their small estate.


  “How do you do?” she said quite calmly to Smibob, and Ross was relieved. After all, he had figured, a wife had a right to draw the line somewhere—but he was glad Sylvia hadn’t reached that point yet.


  They put Smibob up for the night, though he assured them he never slept. When he had nothing to do, and. didn’t want to disturb others, he said, he merely turned himself to low power and stood somewhere out of the way. . . .


  It was a little disconcerting the next morning, eating their eggs and toast and talking to Smibob, who stood in the doorway rather than trust his four hundred pounds of steel and copper to an ordinary chair.


  Ross tried to be cheerful. “I hope they let us both in court,” he said between bites.


  On Monday morning they went to. district court. Ross walked in and took a seat at the big table. Smibob clanked in and sat behind him. The heavy chair squeaked but it held.


  The court came to order. The judge came out in his robes, sat down, and picked up his pen. “All right,” he said.


  Ross felt tight inside, as he always did at the beginning of a case. A lot of things could happen in a court-room—and they frequently did. Ross looked around, and was astonished to see the spectators’ seats completely filled, and many observers were standing. He was more astonished when he realized the spectators all were lawyers. He recognized Crawhall and Lathrop. Then he saw the elderly Stalland at the opposite table with Harold Ferguson. He saw the president of the bar association, retired Judge Gardner, in the spectators’ seats. He saw the bailiff bringing in a third table, and then a tall man dressed like Jephre Tayt came in to take his place at the table, followed by a robot. Now even Ross opened his eyes wider.


  THE NEW man from 2235 stood up. “Your Honor,” he said clearly, “I represent Channel Construction, Ltd., as fourth vice-president in charge of legal affairs. I am not a member of this bar, your Honor, but Channel Construction’s attorney in 1964 withdrew at the last moment and we have been unable to obtain a substitute; therefore I claim the privilege of an individual to plead his own case before the bar.”


  Harold Ferguson offered no objection. Ross started to object but thought better. “All right,” said the judge. “Enter your appearance for the record.”


  “Tommas Cammel, assisted by Phrankus.”


  The judge scowled but carefully refrained from looking at the robot. “Is Phrankus the last name?”


  “It is the entire name, your Honor,” said Cammel.


  His Honor made notes in his big book. He looked at Ross and Harold Ferguson. “I take it,” he said to Ross, “that you are appearing on your own behalf—and Mr. Ferguson in behalf of his firm.”


  “Yes,” said Ross for himself.


  Harold Ferguson was on his feet. He was light-haired and his hair was receding in front. He was a little too heavy in the waist for a young man, thought Ross. Ferguson said, “Your Honor, as intervenors we contend this court has no jurisdiction over this case; these men claim to be from another time-stream.” He allowed himself a subdued snicker. “In that case we claim diversity of citizenship.”


  Ross leaped to his feet. “Your Honor, I object!” He couldn’t talk fast enough. If there was one thing he didn’t want, it was to go into federal court and argue this case before his father-in-law. “If the court please.” he began, “both parties to this action have attorneys-in-fact resident in this state, empowered to accept service and to represent their clients in all necessary ways. We see no need—”


  Ferguson interrupted. “But these parties are not from the same so-called time-stream, your Honor. Channel Construction will not be organized until 2232; while Gibraltar Surety and Indemnity Corporation, represented by Mr. Hudson, will not be incorporated until 1966—two years from now, your Honor.”


  Ross said, “I have been retained as counsel by Gibraltar, your Honor, and accepted service from Channel Construction in good faith; am I to be denied the right to serve my client?”


  Smibob stirred then. He got to his full height with a certain amount of clanking, and then his deep voice said respectfully: “Your Honor, may I be heard?”


  The judge took a deep breath, scowled, and said, “I suppose you may.”


  “Your Honor,” Smibob said gently, “I realize this Is a most unusual ease and this point we are arguing is entirely without precedent—your time.”


  He paused and looked at Ross. “I hope counsel will forgive me. It has not been possible to acquaint him with the law reports beyond his own time as yet; but I find I am compelled, as a duty to the court, to quote from the first volume of Edlund’s “Establishment of Jurisdiction in Temporal Translation Causes.” The quotation, at page 48, section 7, is from a decision by the Supreme Court of the United States; opinion by Garson, Chief Justice: ‘The Court feels incumbent upon it the responsibility of taking judicial notice of temporal translation, or time-travel, as it is more often called. The adequate discharge of our judicial responsibility requires that we accept jurisdiction over a situation that a generation ago would have been classified as a fairy-tale.” This decision is dated, your Honor, December 7, 1967.”


  Ross sank lower. Smibob’s melodious, softly-resonant voice ended. He looked at Ross and shook his steel head, as if he was puzzled and grieved. He said in a husky whisper, “May I suggest, counsel, that we accept the intervenor’s suggestion and transfer our cause to the federal courts?”


  Ross nodded. He said, “Yes,” but it was hardly more than a croak. He turned to stare at Ferguson, who was grinning ghoulishly.


  The damage had been done and Ross subsided gloomily. Who did Smibob think he was, anyway? Obviously it was part of his job to get the case into federal court—but he didn’t know Ross’ father-in-law.


  IT WAS the next day when the district judge made his decision. “It is the belief of the court that tire doctrine of diversity of citizenship applies to residents of different so-called time-streams, as it would if the litigants were residents of separate states. This action should have been brought in federal court, and since plaintiff is entitled to his day in court, the case is dismissed without prejudice.”


  Ferguson was grinning in his best I-have-just-eaten-a-mouse manner, Ross’ skin got cold and clammy.


  That evening he explained to Smibob why he had resisted the idea of going into federal court. He didn’t like to do it, because Smibob might report to Tayt and Ross might lose his client; but to his great relief Smibob smiled gently and said, “Don’t worry. The main thing is to establish a precedent. We have a lot of surprises for the intervenor yet.”


  Ross was about to ask, “What about the plaintiff?” but Sylvia called supper and Ross went out to wash. Smibob was sitting at the table with them, though of course he didn’t eat; he merely sat and talked to them in his musical voice that reminded Ross of a bull fiddle.


  The next day Ross was served with notice to appear in federal court. He went at once to the court clerk’s office and filed an affidavit, stating that he had to face a disbarment proceeding in two weeks and asking for advanced hearing, that he might fulfill his duty to his client.


  His request was granted; the following Monday he was in court. The federal court-room was. bigger, but it also was packed, and the hall outside was filled with lawyers. Ross and Smibob pushed through the buzzing crowd and took their places.


  Ross dreaded this. In fact, he cringed when Judge Butler, white-haired and a little pompous, came into the court-room.


  The case got under way. Cammel and Phrankus were by no means ignorant of the law. All parties stood on their pleadings, and a brief was offered by the bar association as amicus curiae.


  MR. BURNQUIST represented the bar association, and he made an opening statement. “Your Honor,” he said, “it is with admitted embarrassment that I appear here against a former member of my firm, who now seeks to make light of our courts and ridicule our orderly processes of justice. Obviously, there can be no such thing as time-travel. It is a logical absurdity, and I strongly urge the court not to upset the governmental system of our country by taking judicial notice of these antics. These strange people here”—he glanced at the two robots—” are circus-trappings brought in to mock our venerable courts of law.”


  Ross was startled. He had hardly anticipated that anybody would question the validity of Smibob. He had gotten so used to Smibob that the robot was like one of the family.


  There was only one course. He jumped to his feet and addressed the judge. “If the court please—”


  But the Judge waved him down. It was a bad omen; the judge didn’t seem to be in a good humor; perhaps lie hadn’t had his brandy the night before. At any rate, he said without looking at Ross, “The court has carefully considered this question and has come to the conclusion that these tactics should be brought into open court and aired once and for all. It must never be breathed that justice is a mockery, even to those who mock it.”


  Ross sank down as if he had been hit over the head.


  He knew now, from the judge’s words and the way he managed to look at the entire court-room without looking at Ross, that the judge was highly displeased with him.


  Caramel presented his case, offering the contract with Everlasting and the surety bond by Gibraltar.


  Ferguson took his turn and said it was Everlasting’s position that no evidence had been or could be presented because Everlasting did not exist in 2235.


  Ross’ turn came the second day. It struck him that it was odd, his arguing that the court had jurisdiction, when he could probably win his first case before the Judge by joining Ferguson’s position; but Smibob had said they wanted a precedent established, and that meant—since the case was bound to be tried some day—they wanted it tried in 1964. So Ross argued the merits of Channel Construction’s claim for damages.


  At the end of the first week Ross felt sorry for the judge. At that time it was only a week until the beginning of Ross’ disbarment proceeding, but temporarily Ross didn’t worry too much about it as he sympathized with the judge. For even if the judge accepted time-travel as a legal fact, how could he rule any way at all? How could you award damages to a firm, that would not exist for two hundred years, from another firm that would furnish paint ten years from now for a bridge that wasn’t built yet? The only solid fact was that Everlasting was a paint company in 1964.


  The more Ross thought about it, the more involved it became. What if Channel Construction should get a verdict for a couple of hundred, million? Yes, what if? Ross quit laboring his tired brain and sympathized deeply with the judge.


  But over the week-end he quit sympathizing, for the judge had let drop a remark on “much ado about nothing,” and Ross interpreted that as a strong indication of the trend of the judicial mind.
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  ROSS WAS awake most of the night. Endlessly he turned over in his mind the apparently insoluble angles of the case. The poor judge!


  But when Ross got up the next morning he had a desperate idea. He drank two cups of coffee and went into conference with Smibob. The robot disappeared shortly afterward; and for the first time in over a week Ross and Sylvia ate breakfast out from under the watchful eyes of the robot. “If father could only have Smibob around the house for a week.” she said, “he wouldn’t be doubtful about anything. That robot is just Tike one of the family.”


  Don’t take that too literally,” Ross warned.


  She smiled. “Would you be jealous of a robot?”


  “I’d be jealous of anybody who attracts you.” He grinned. “We’re talking about Smibob as if he were a person.”


  A moment later she asked, “Did you make the December payment?”


  “Yes,” he said, looking at his plate, “but it didn’t leave any Christmas money.”


  “That’s not important,” she said. Ross made a trip to the Smithsonian Institute and was back by noon. He insisted that they should celebrate that, night, but it was a gloomy celebration; they went home before midnight.


  Smibob returned Sunday morning with a black box that Ross could not even lift, and a big coil of insulated wire. When they appeared in court Monday morning, the robot carried the box and the wire into the courtroom.


  Court opened; the judge came in. Ross decided his Honor was again in a bad mood. Ross recognized the storm-warnings, and he was glad Smibob had brought the box. Ferguson read the signs, too, and began to look very happy.


  The Judge looked through Ross. “Has the defendant Gibraltar company anything more to say?” he asked.


  Ross was on his feet. “Your Honor, one of the important questions in this case is whether or not time-travel shall be recognized as a judicial fact.”


  “Is that a question?” the Judge growled, and Ross flinched, almost visibly. But he went on, “If your Honor please, I have arranged a small demonstration. My assistant, Smibob, will demonstrate—”


  “I object!” cried Ferguson, and the crowded court-room buzzed for a moment. Ferguson got his breath. “This so-called robot has no appearance entered. He is not a member of the bar. Defendant Gibraltar is adequately represented by Counsel, and has waived the privilege of offering testimony; we submit that the robot has no right to appear in this proceeding.”


  “If your Honor please!” Ross drew a deep breath. The operation of the black box was highly technical, and only Smibob understood it. Ross said, “Your Honor, Smibob is a member of the bar in 2235, and he—”


  “I object!” roared Ferguson, as the court-room buzzed. “How could a robot possibly be a member of the bar?”


  Ross argued, “Smibob can easily prove his competence at the bench, your Honor. He can, for instance, quote at will from any statute or any law report ever written in any civilized language,” Ross was desperate; he knew how flimsy was his position, but there was a chance.


  The judge opened his mouth to say, “Sustained,” then he looked at Smibob and frowned. “This is not a bar-examination,” he said sarcastically. “K is my opinion that Smibob, being a robot—” He paused.


  Ross played his high card. “If your Honor wishes,” he said, forcing himself to maintain a poker-face although he knew he would lose everything if the bluff failed, “if your Honor feels it advisable to pass over the question of Smibob’s right to appear in this court—”


  “This court never evades a legitimate question!” thundered the Judge.


  Ross wanted to grin at Ferguson but he didn’t dare; he had too far to go yet. He said to the Judge, “Your Honor, I invite you to test him.” And he repeated, “Smibob can quote verbatim from any citation used in courts of law, by section or page number.”


  THE JUDGE glared at Ross, and in his eyes came a light that had made strong men quail. He whispered to the bailiff. The bailiff disappeared in the judge’s chambers, and presently returned with a dusty volume. The judge opened it at random and then looked up triumphantly. “I have here the sixteenth volume of Fletcher on Corporations. It is open at Section 7956. Can Mr. Smibob give me the gist of Fletcher’s statement pertaining to receiverships?”


  Ross swallowed. He looked around at Smibob and his knees went weak and he sat down suddenly. The tall robot appeared not to have heard; then, with the court-room still, Ross heard faint clicks and whirrings. Smibob arose and said in his beautiful basso voice, “Your Honor, I quote verbatim: ‘A determination as to what are deemed operating expenses during the receivership is governed by a different rule from the one applicable to what constitutes current expenses prior to the receivership.’ ” Smibob paused. “Shall I go further, your Honor?” he said in his magnificent voice.


  Ross permitted himself the luxury of a brief glance at the stricken face of Harold Ferguson, then he turned to the judge. His Honor was plainly flabbergasted. He perused the lines in the book and then drew a deep breath and snapped it shut. “Proceed with your demonstration,” he ordered. “But I warn you—if there is any monkey-business, I shall try you both for contempt.”


  Ross felt sick, but Smibob said, “Thank you, your Honor,” and set the heavy black box on the table and opened it. Then he started around the court-room with the coil of wire, paying it out, as his steel feet, propelled by four hundred pounds of machinery, thudded on the floor.


  “The entire court-room,” Ross announced, “will be included in this demonstration.” He watched Smibob finish the wire-laying and connect the two ends to the black box. “Your Honor may remember,” Ross began bravely, “that forty years ago there was a dramatic World Series game played between Washington and New York.” It was satisfying, at least, to see the judge’s head shoot up.


  “Your Honor,” Ross went on, “this is the city of Washington, D. C., and we are not far from the site of the last game in that series.” Then Ross crossed his fingers and told a little fib. “I have chosen that event to demonstrate time-travel, because many of the members of the bar here present were also present at that game.” Ross motioned to Smibob. The robot turned a switch. The black box hummed. The room began to darken, and Ross announced in a stentorian voice, “Gentlemen, the World Series!”


  IT WAS REAL. The crowd was huge. Venders were running up and down the seats, hoarsely calling hot-dogs, popcorn, soda-pop, and souvenirs. But everybody else was silent, for out on the diamond the pitcher was winding up. The scoreboard showed the last half of the twelfth inning. The score was: New York 3. Washington 3.


  Muddy Ruel was taking a lead off of third base. Walter Johnson—the one and only Walter, the Big Train—was on first. He had a little lead, but he was playing them close. This was the last game of the Series; the big, tall, gangling farmer with the abnormally long arms—now thirty-six years old—who had won nearly four hundred games from Washington since 1907, and who had waited eighteen years to pitch a World Series game, had within a week lost the only two Series games he ever pitched. And after all that, after his fast ball had lost its blinding speed, and the fans said he was too old to pitch, Bucky Harris had put him in the eighth inning of this final game to try to bring Washington a pennant in its first World Series.


  Johnson was on first, and McNeely was batting.


  Jack Bentley delivered the pitch. McNeely swung and fouled; forty thousand Washington fans groaned. Ruel danced off third. Bentley got a new ball and wound up again. McNeely screwed his feet into the dirt and waited.


  Ross wasn’t there in the park, though he seemed to see the entire scene with omniscient eyes. Some effect of the translation machine, Smibob had told him. Ross could see the judge in a box right behind the plate, with—Ross’ eyes bulged—that was old man Burnquist with him.


  The judge was a great deal younger; in fact, he probably had just been graduated from law-school, and Ross wondered where he’d gotten the price of a box-seat at the Series.


  Bentley threw the ball. There was an instant’s hush. McNeely swung; it was another foul. The ball went up and up. The catcher ran back. The crowd sucked in its breath. The ball started down. It was coming down right over the judge’s box. The judge jumped up; he stuck one hand through a hole in the meshes of the wire screen. The ball came down in his open hand with a loud smack. The judge held onto it, then Burnquist helped him. They worked the ball back through the screen and the judge dropped it in his pocket just as one of the ball-park policemen came down to see what was happening.


  Then they sat down and watched McNeely knock a grounder over Lindstrom’s head, so Ruel could score and end the series. . . .


  THE LIGHT grew; they were back in the court-room. The judge was sitting up on the bench. He reached under his robes and cautiously felt in his coat-pocket. Then amazement spread over his face. He looked at Burnquist and they both looked guilty. The judge cleared his throat and banged with his gavel. “If Mr. Smibob will gather up his apparatus,” the judge said, “we will proceed with the case.” Then he added the dynamic clincher: “The court takes judicial notice of time-travel.” . . .


  l


  It was three days later that the telephone rang. Ross had just finished remarking that it was lonesome without Smibob, and Sylvia was clearing away their late-breakfast dishes. Ross answered the phone. A few minutes later he yelled, “We won! We won the case! I’m to prepare the findings.” He hugged Sylvia exuberantly. “The judge is pretty foxy, though. He has decided that the Everlasting Company has to make the loss good, but not until it occurs.” He swung her around. “What do you think of that? Nobody loses.”


  Presently he calmed down. Sylvia straightened her house-dress. “It was all nice and crisp,” she said poutingly, and then turned her lips up, “—but do it again.”


  The doorbell rang. It was Jephre Tayt; he was beaming already. “Very good news,” he said when Ross told him about the findings.


  But Ross suddenly sobered. “Come to think of it, I don’t guess we won the case after all. If Everlasting should go out of business before the judgement takes effect, then Gibraltar will have to make it good.”


  “Everlasting won’t go out of business,” Tayt assured him. “That’s the best part. I can let you in on a secret now. I couldn’t tell you this before, because then it would have seemed like collusion, but all that the three companies in 2235 wanted was to secure judicial recognition of timetravel, so that commerce and industry in 2235 would be assured of recognition and protection in your courts in 1964 and later.”


  “That’s fine,” said Ross, “but the Supreme Court probably will overrule the judge.”


  TAYT SMILED and squeezed Ross’ shoulder. “My boy, that decision Smibob quoted by the Supreme Court taking judicial notice of time-travel was delivered in passing on this very case. You see, we knew it would end that way all the time—but we had to start it. Now,” he said, bringing out a heavy envelope, “I have here a retainer-agreement, by which Channel Construction and its associates will pay you five hundred a month for the next five years to represent them.”


  Sylvia squealed. Ross gasped. “But—”


  “You’re a big man today,” said Tayt. “Do you realize you’re the only time-travel expert in this century? You’ve made yourself a specialist in one stroke. You’ve got a head-start on the profession. In a word, you’re an authority, and it pleases me—”


  “Look.” Ross felt miserable. He hated to do this, with Sylvia listening, but he had to. “I can’t accept that retainer, I’ve got to appear Monday in a disbarment proceeding; I’ll have to wait—”


  “Oh, that,” said Tayt. “I saw Burnquist, and he promised to withdraw the complaint. He was as much impressed as was the Judge. You’ll get a registered letter tomorrow.”


  Ross sat down weakly. But he got up, for Tayt was saying goodbye. “Smibob told me to give you both his regards. Says he misses your cozy little breakfast chats.”


  “We miss him,” said Ross.


  Tayt left the heavy envelope. And presently Ross, somewhat dazed, went for a walk in the garden with Sylvia. The first snow was drifting down on their trees.


  “It’s all ours,” Ross said with a great feeling of satisfaction. “We’ll get it paid for now.”


  She squeezed his arm. “Father was just simply thrilled to pieces to get that baseball. The best part of it, and the thing that really convinced him, was that he said the ball was the real kind they used back in 1924, and not the later ball that was built with more ‘hop,’ he called it. Mother says he holds it in his hand and looks at it all the time and tells her about some of the games he saw when he was young.”


  “I’m very thankful,” said Ross, “that he didn’t notice the difference between the real game and the way he remembered it.”


  Sylvia looked at him curiously. “Then what’s worrying you, dear?”


  He swallowed. “That baseball,” he said. “That foul ball wasn’t a part of the original game. It was Smibob’s idea. I don’t know just how he worked it, but it was perfect. The thing that bothers me now is—how am I going to get that baseball back to the Smithsonian Institute?”


  Never Trust an Intellectual


  Raymond E. Banks


  Books make people think, and it’s well-known, that taking thought often makes the thinker sad. So, in the Era of Happiness, books were prohibited; and the watchword was


  I WANDERED into Jackson’s book bar to have a short one before dinner. That’s what I like about being single—if you want to go out for a little vice before dinner, there’s no one to stop you.


  The usual crew of degenerates were there. Oddballs all of them, sitting at the bar or at the little tables reading. In the Era of Happiness, since electronic devices have replaced the printed word, you have to be careful about reading—I’ve known cases where a man’s lost his job, his wife and his material possessions, just spending all of his time in book bars. But as the editor of Listener’s Digest, I suspect that my vice is rather tolerated—at least my weakness for books is well-known around town and often hinted at in gossip-columns.


  And then I saw this woman—


  Eddie had a stricken look on his face. The other regulars. were all watching me, shifting uncomfortably at the bar. Instead of the usual antisocial silence, there was a quiet buzz. Every eye in the room was on me—except hers.


  I looked up at my special shelf behind the bar. There was a big gap in the line of books, between Gibbon’s “Decline And Fall” and the “Complete Shakespeare.” Eddie, the booktender, was white in the face. A small blond chap with a quiet, firm manner, he is never at loss for words. Tonight he swallowed and stammered, “Good—good evening, Mr. Martin.”


  I felt the blood rush to my head. “Where’s my ‘War And Peace’ ?” I said harshly.


  “She—the woman over there—she—”


  I turned and looked. The woman went on quietly reading. She wore thick glasses; there were cigarette-ashes on her tailored severe suit. She was dressed all right, and looked all right, but her face had a pallor. I mean a real pallor. When you see my face, I’m ashamed to admit, you can tell that I spend more time in bookbars than is safe in the Era of Happiness; but hers was a superior pallor, indeed.


  A knife of anger cut into me. I had meant to savor a little Mark Twain before supper, because I don’t like to go in for heavy reading on an empty stomach. I turned my anger on Eddie.


  “What’s the big idea in serving her ‘War And Peace’ off my shelf?”


  “Mr. Martin—” stammered Eddie, “the books belong to the bar. If a customer can afford to pay—I can’t stop her. It’s only that nobody ever comes in here who can stomach the vintage you read, that’s the only reason I got a special shelf for you.”


  “Those are men’s books,” I said a little foolishly.


  Eddie shrugged.


  “There is no book-bar in New York that carries weighty vintage like jackson’s,” I said in a rather loud voice, “and there is no man or woman alive who can outread George Martin. I’ve put the best under the table—” Bragging, perhaps, but I was mad. There was only silence to this belligerent statement—the soft rustle of historical novels and mysteries from the average patrons, and the sharp flick of a comic-book that a pimply-faced college kid was reading at the end of the bar. That showed how rattled Eddie was, serving an underage kid, obviously on his first bookdrunk.


  “We know your terrific capacities, Mr. Martin,” Eddie soothed me.


  “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” I said. “Hand me that Henry James. The ‘Golden Bowl’.”


  There was a flurry at that. The customers bent to whisper to each other.


  Eddie seemed to turn even paler. “Henry James—‘Golden Bowl’ ? Mr. Martin, I run a decent bookbar. I don’t like the idea—”


  I snapped my fingers at him and he scurried and got it. I laid a ten dollar bill on the bar and carried it off.


  A bookdrunk with bloodshot eyes watched me with bulging eyes. “The legendary ‘Golden Bowl’,” he muttered to his half-asleep girl friend, “the one that separates the men from the boys. It is said that anyone who can get through it can read anything that was ever written by anyone, anywhere, any time.”


  I SAT DOWN at my favorite table, across from the girl who was reading “War and Peace”. She looked up now.


  For the first time, I got a shock. The eyes were lost, gone, dead. I’ve seen plenty of eyes of bookdrunks in my time, and my own have a bit of that look. But this woman really had it. There was a second of eye-meeting, and suddenly she stirred from her deep concentration.


  “Juvenile stuff,” she muttered looking at my book. She went on back to her volume, setting up the speed of her page-turner.


  The patrons gasped at her audacity; they knew my reputation. I had been challenged. I set my lips; I opened to page one, set the automatic page-turner and began to read.


  I should’ve been smart; I should’ve known something was up. I read against the girl for less than half an hour and then a small, thin man wearing glasses came into the bar, bought a rental on “Wuthering Heights” and sat at my table. Nobody paid any attention. His lips moved, but lots of readers do that.


  “Today we got those 1500 PP’s,” he said to me in a voice nobody else could hear. “I stashed ’em in your aircar, boss.”


  I felt a sinking sensation. I have always been careful to keep my illegal bookselling apart from my life as editor of the Listener’s Digest.


  “You what! Dammit, man—”


  “The heat’s on, boss. I think it’s the Anti-Book Squad; I was tailed from New Jersey.”


  “So you dumped the evidence in my aircar!”


  Carlin, who is an ex-professor, having been convicted as an intellectual, shrugged; he isn’t a very smart Distributor. “You’re the boss. You take over. Me—I got to get back to New Jersey tonight. There’s a secret cell-meeting of Great Books. We’re reading Plato, and I got to get back to New Jersey.”


  “Professor Carlin—”


  But he got up and smiled apologetically and went out. He didn’t care much for the dollars-and-cents danger of jockeying around fifteen hundred copies of John Bunyan’s “Pilgrim’s Progress.”


  The woman’s eyes flicked over me curiously. I felt my nerves tingling. I had just run off fifteen hundred copies of “Pilgrim’s Progress” over in New Jersey; and at twenty dollars a book, that was thirty-thousand dollars for me—money I badly needed, considering my editor’s salary. I had to keep and sell those books, but the Anti-Book Squad of the Happiness Police was on our trail. And my New Jersey gang of intellectuals had turned chicken on me and dumped the whole load in my lap—or rather my aircar. And then walked out. Never trust an intellectual!


  I had places to go; I bad things to do. If Carlin was scared enough to take-off back to New Jersey that meant the Anti-Book cops weren’t far behind. And if they followed Carlin to the parking lot—1500 copies of John Bunyan’s “Pilgrim’s Progress” aren’t easy to hide.


  Then I got another thought that scared me even more. My eyes met those fanatical ones of ray lady-opponent and I remembered the stories about Doris Dixon of the Anti-Book Squad. No one ever saw her picture; no one knew how she operated. But she had cleaned up the Columbia Gang, and the Princeton Gang, and there was just the chance she was going after the smaller-fry book-peddlers. And I was definitely smaller fry worth getting, with I500 illegal PP’s on my hands.


  I GOT UP and paid and left in a hurry. The customers jeered at me for quitting, but the inside of my palms sweated and I was jeer-proof.


  Outside, I mopped my brow when I saw my aircar. Carlin had been in a hurry, jamming the entire shipment in the rear seat and trunk, barely covering the mess with a blanket. I looked around, saw some Happiness Police patrolling, and hoped that Carlin had left by the back way. I started. The aircar handled like a truck. I flew to the street entrance trying to dial on my earphone with one hand. I needed to get in touch with my Uptown Distributor, and my Broadway Distributor, in a hurry; but just then I didn’t place those calls.


  There was a flurry, and my mysterious woman from the bar jerked open the aircar door and leaped in beside me. I got a whiff of gingery perfume and the serious, owl eyes stared into mine.


  “Just a minute—”


  “Excuse me, madam. I am in no mood for a pickup; I have a dinner-date with my boss.”


  She flipped back the blanket in the back and turned to me. “What do you know,” she said in precise, clipped tones. “Bunyan’s ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’. Tch-tch—the old-time morality!”


  “Just helping a friend. Now madam—”


  “Quite definitely illegal,” she said, flashing a small gold badge.


  We rode into the noise and burley of New York streets. Great gashes of color filled the canyons. Animated ads poured colored fury down on the crowds. Gregarious, social, happy New York bubbled and fumed around us.


  Ahead of us at eye-level was a sign. One of those “before-and-after” things. First, it showed a lonesome, unhappy nude woman; the second picture showed the woman partially dressed in a Girlcups bra. She was happy, surrounded by men, a success. There was an aerial view of the retail outlets below—no words, no words at all. The thing that fascinated me about the sign was that in its reflection I could see two big guys following us in another aircar. Plainclothes? I sweated.


  “I need not tell you,” she said, “that reading books is anti-social. It leads to withdrawal, conflicting ideas and permanent memories. I need not tell you that, for centuries, mankind suffered from printed-word permanent memories. I need not tell you that the only legal form of communication in the Era of Happiness is electronic devices with automatic fade-outs. Nor that the few legal books are rented in licensed bookbars by licensed operators . . .”


  “You need not,” I said.


  “In other words, my friend,” she smiled coldly. “Let’s see the license for these books.”


  “Sorry. Some other time. Listen, sister, I don’t know who you are, but I happen to be editor of the Listener’s Digest, the greatest electronic magazine in America. And I happen to be on my way to dinner with my publisher, Mr. Beecher Riley, in Plain Folks, New York. I got a way to go, and I’m late; so if you’ll kindly step out at the next traffic-light . . .”


  “The license, please.”


  I studied her face. She looked like an intellectual all right. Thin, pale cheeks, with nice gaunt hollows, the big eyes, the brown hair, the thin body. Her legs were quite good.


  “The amusing thing,” I said, “is that despite your tin badge, I doubt if you’re a cop. I need not tell you that it’s an old trick of book-peddlers to hijack their fellow-intellectuals’ books on the cop pretense. I’ve heard that the Congress gang is active again, and old Jack Congress had a habit of hi-jacking books. Now he’s dead, but—he had a daughter.”


  “The man’s a goldmine of information.” she said opening her purse.


  “If you’re a cop, you’d blow a whistle.”


  She grinned at me and pulled out a silver police whistle.


  “Mr. Martin,” she said, “even the editor of the Listener’s Digest can get into deep trouble if he breaks the laws of the Era of Happiness.”


  She never got a chance to use that whistle. There is one infallible test to determine the difference between a Happiness cop, female, and an intellectual book hi-jacker, female: a kiss, In this anti-neurotic age, a Happiness woman had a built-in response; the new morality insists on freedom in love. But a true intellectual, following the old morality, has to be coaxed.


  I had my girl by the head and was kissing the make-up-less mouth. Glasses and ail. Her lips were warm and wet—and reluctant; she pulled away.


  “Cop,” I jeered. I flung open the aircar door and got my foot against her trim buttocks and shoved her out. I zoomed away, leaving her sprawling on the walking level, and saw the aircar that followed me stop to pick her up.


  CARLIN had been taken in. Apparently our New jersey printer wasn’t to be trusted, and he had been bribed by the new Congress gang to reveal our print-job.


  I headed uptown. It was true that I had to go to dinner with Beecher Riley, my publisher, but I had to do something about the books first. If that girl was Betty Congress, old Jack Congress’ daughter. I had trouble. Jack Congress was a rugged intellectual, and he grew a rugged family. He was a Ph.D in a world where they didn’t go for book education. He had peddled the forbidden, unabridged “Webster’s Dictionary” all his life, despite a dozen jail terms. He hated the Era of Happiness but he kept the intellectual mobs in line; and the Columbia and Princeton mobs were offshoots of the old Congress gang.


  And his daughter? She might tell the cops and get me arrested for antisocial activity; or she and her toughs might run me down and grab my books. At least, she would do something because she was Jack Congress’ daughter, and he was the only boy who ever knocked out a Happiness Cop by slapping him with a comic-book. Or so the legend said.


  I couldn’t reach my uptown Distributor on the earphone. But then it was Saturday night, and that’s a semi-holiday in the Era of Happiness. I floated up Broadway and stopped at Nard’s, Nard’s was a little tobacco-shop squeezed in between a sidewalk health juices and liquor-bar (Don’t think—drink) and an all-night theatre (Beds—women—your favorite prejudices catered to). I studied the pictorial slogans on these establishments as I waited for Nard and watched the scurrying, happy New Yorkers, lit by the glaring lights, faces excited and eager, buying electronic papers and magazines and jamming down into the subway entrances. As they always had been—and always would be—they were on the move, in a hurry, fulfilling themselves in terms of the semantical happiness that was the highwater mark of the age. Everywhere clever pictures, suave colors, happy, well-dressed people and nary a printed word to be seen—even the stores showed prices by the symbol of the bills and coins—and I drew comfort from the guileless faces, pulling back only when I saw the lean, hungry intellectual look on an occasional passer-by.


  NARD CAME out and I told him what I wanted. He had a frowsy-looking blonde with him, and I guessed it was a husband-wife holiday which was what took him so long to open the darkened shop.


  “My Lord, George,” he said. “I can’t take 1500 copies of ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’ ! I haven’t got room. I can’t sell that many.”


  The blonde giggled and pinched my arm; she smelled of gin. “The old morality,” she winked.


  “You can keep them for tonight,” I said, pulling away from his blonde, who was practically falling on me in her unsteadiness.


  “Well, I’ll look and see if I can stack ’em in the back,” he said doubtfully. He was a thin, worried-looking man with a big family; he carried on lots of anti-social rackets in order to make ends meet. He dived back into the tiny store’s interior.


  The blonde breathed gin at me. “I’ve never met a real intellectual before,” she said; “do you carry a gun?”


  I poked the soft ribs with my fingers.


  In my coat and she tittered. “Wait till I tell the girls at the Church of the Big Laugh,” she said. “A real intellectual.”


  “You must be from Iowa,” I said.


  “Oh, yes,” her eyes were serious. “Back there we only have the husband-wife holiday once a year—not every month, like in the big city. Most of the time I go to the Church of the Big Laugh. Our rector is a real comedian of the Hope Cult. We used to have a Benny man—and before that a Groucho—but back there we like the Hope humor best.”


  “A great comedian,” I said piously. I have learned to conceal my antisocial lack of a sense of humor. I was studying the crowd; I was watching for the police and for Betty Congress and her hoodlums; I didn’t feel much, like talking. The blonde caught my serious mood.


  “Life is big, isn’t it,” she philosophized, staring out on the New York streets. She began to hum the Happiness Hymn: “To work, forgetting the higher salaries of others; to play, forgetting the world’s worries; to procreate, forgetting the ancient morality; to eat, forgetting the better foods of others; to sleep, forgetting all, all, all—”


  It would’ve helped if she could sing. In self-defense, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the hand-sized metal package of the Listener’s Digest. “Have you seen the latest?” I asked her. I shoved the plug-end into Nard’s counter cigar lighter. The tiny motor whirled and the pictures sprang onto the wall and began to peel off smoothly as the sound came on. She clapped her hands.


  “Why that one isn’t even out yet!” she cried, recognizing the November issue from the Thanksgiving turkey on the cover. “You New Yorkers—you really live. Wait’ll I tell the girls back in Iowa—”


  Then her mouth got big as the image of contents reader appeared and began tabulating the table of contents. “Handsome,” she murmured, squeezing my hand.


  I flicked through the blur of color pictures to the story on Brambles, South Dakota; I suspected that it would please her. It seemed there was a blind dog in this small town that always carried the black bag of the country doctor in his teeth. Day or night, rain or shine, out went the doctor and the dog with him carrying the heavy black bag. Then the old doctor died. A new doctor came to Brambles. But he smelled differently from the old doctor, and the blind dog couldn’t follow him at all. Seems that he always ended up at the wrong house with the doctor’s heavy bag in his teeth and the doctor came to the right one without his black bag. Consternation!


  “Until,” said the low, trembly voice of our best sobsister, “the brave citizens of Brambles got together—and bought the new doctor a bag of sawdust shavings soaked in creosote. Ever after the blind dog could follow his doctor with the black bag in his teeth, sweet and true.”


  Up came the music, and the blonde sighed and dashed a tear from her eye. “Wonderful,” she breathed. “Creosote; Lord, that’s wonderful!” She grinned at me happily, a tear running down her cheek, and I got a twinge thinking how little it takes to make some people happy.


  I heard a wrong sound from the back. Too many feet. I jerked alert and took off for the door, just as Betty Congress and one of her hoodlums came rushing out from the rear of the store. Her man had a gun.


  “Get him!” cried Betty, her thick glasses flashing in the colored gobs of light coming from the street. The man raced around the counter and right into the arms of the blonde.


  “Have you seen the November Listener’s Digest!” cried the blonde. “I mean the creosote story—”


  There was a crash as she went down with the man, and I didn’t hear any more. I hit my aircar running, and dragged away just in time to shake off the strong fingers of the determined female who tried to throw herself aboard my aircar.


  I headed up Broadway and out of town fast. I hated to leave Nard, but I couldn’t help it; all I could do was chaperone my payload of almost thirty-thousand dollars in books and hope for the best. Later I could make it up to him. . . .


  BREECHER RILEY has one of the finest mansions in Plain Folks, New York, a city of mansions. Once a month I report to him to see what drivel he especially wants for the magazine. Usually he only has some new article-announcer that he’s been entertaining to be hired for a couple of months. He claims that it really works, too.


  “Get a woman in a position like that,” he says, “and you’ll really find out if she has a sincere voice.”


  It may be so. I follow the old-fashioned morality myself; I wouldn’t know.


  As usual for Saturday night he had a collection of New York characters wandering around his big house. “Got a great idea,” he said, slapping my shoulder and forcing a drink in my hand. “Come here; I want you to meet somebody.”


  He dragged me over to meet a pretty girl with chestnut hair. She was a real beauty, with a dear skin and fancily-dressed in a velvet gown.


  “Meet Doris Dixon,” he said, “Head of the Anti-Book Squad, Happiness Police.”


  She gave me a dazzling smile. With 1500 illegal copies of ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’ in my aircar outside, my own look was slightly stunned.


  “I’ve heard much of you,” breathed Doris, giving me the look that Happiness women do.


  “And I of you,” I murmured.


  “Not that his hands are clean,” yipped Beecher in his jovial manner. His round face beamed. “George goes to bookbars all the time.”


  “I get to quite a few myself,” murmured Doris, green eyes cold and cruel.


  “He’s the boy to watch!” cried Beecher. “Why I’ll bet if you searched is aircar right this minute, you’d find a dozen illegal books.”


  “Is that true?” she said grimly. My heart froze.


  “If I went in for illegal books,” I parried, “I wouldn’t bother with a dozen. I’d put fifteen hundred copies of ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’ in my aircar.”


  They both laughed. “Let’s see,” said Doris, “that would get you about one hundred years in jail.”


  My laugh at this great joke didn’t sound real.


  “I want you two to get together on an article for the March number,” said Beecher. “It’s a great idea, George. A story on Doris Dixon—‘Smashing The High-School Book Peddlers’ Ring!’ ”


  “Name the day,” I said, starting to walk away.


  She grabbed my hand. “Now,” she said. “Tonight. The old Congress mob is active again, and I’m going to be busy next week.”


  “Get on it, George,” ordered Beecher, moving off; “we’ve got deadlines to think of.”


  The girl led me to the door. She was the kind of woman that always knew what she wanted and did it. “We’ll go to my apartment in town and hole up for the week-end, and do the article,” she said.


  “Your husband mind?” I gulped.


  “Which one?” she asked absently. “I’ve been married four times.” The cool, green eyes looked me over as if she were measuring my week-end powers.


  “I like intellectual-looking boys,” she went on. (She was ten years younger than I). “My father was one. We lived in poverty all my life, and I hate intellectual habits, but I like their looks; figure that one.”


  SHE HAD my arm in a death-grip as we walked to the parking lot, and I was trying to figure whether it would be worse to go to jail for a hundred years or spend the week-end with this greedy female. Like all of the old-fashioned kind, I like to do my own chasing.


  “We could get rid of the menace of reading in a few years if we could raise a generation who’d never seen a book,” she said. “Books are the only blot on world happiness; that’s why I give myself to your magazine in spite of my limited time.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “It seems to me—”


  “Things!” she flashed at me. “The great semanticist dream. A word’s no good unless it stands for a thing on the non-verbal level. Our revered semanticists who began the Era of Happiness taught us that. They were right! No abstract ideas. Things you can feel, touch, see, and smell—”


  Her lips brushed my ear in her fervor. I felt my knees tremble, because after all she was dressed in a velvet gown and she had it.


  She swayed against me in the moonlight, wetting her lips. “Come, let’s go sit in your aircar,” she said. “We can talk up the article!”


  I was stuck. If I balked, it was a violation of the new morality; but if she saw that shipment—


  “I’d rather not,” I said; “it isn’t comfortable.”


  “Boy,” she said sternly, “when I get going, comfort will be the farthest thing from your mind!”


  At that moment I stumbled over a rock and let out a cry. (The events weren’t related.) “Somebody is stealing my aircar!” The Betty Congress mob had tailed me all the way out. Now I could see her two hoodlums prying open the aircar door, while Betty stood there with a gun. She turned her head and I saw her thick glasses gleam in the moonlight.


  “Intellectuals, by the Lord!” breathed Doris. I could’ve sworn that there was no room between the tight-fitting velvet dress and the suave body to hide a gun, but Doris had one all right. It was strapped just above her knee where the dress flared. There was a flash of silken leg and then the air rocked with her exploding gun. Betty began shooting at the same time.


  It was a very unequal situation. Doris dropped the two hoodlums with two shots ant they folded: Betty, with her lousy vision, was shooting at a tree off to our right.


  Then it was woman against woman with Doris drawing a bead on Betty. The gleaming glasses made a perfect target.


  “Watch!” cried Doris. “Right between the eyes!”


  Betty was ineffectually spraying a hedge off to our left with her ill-aimed shots.


  That was the moment that I stooped, found the rock which I had stumbled over, and hit Doris smack on top of the rich, chestnut head. She folded.


  Betty was out of bullets. I chased her, but with her eyesight she walked right in the fish-pond. I brought her back to my sleeping Venus, firmly holding her arm.


  “That,” I said, pointing to Doris, “happens to be Doris Dixon, of the Anti-Book Squad; she almost shot you between the eyes.”


  “I—I—know,” quavered Betty, bedraggled and helpless, “I mean I know she would’ve killed me.”


  “You’ve got a bit to learn about book-jacking,” I said.


  “I’m sorry,” said Betty, shuddering.


  People were beginning to pour out of the house.


  “Now we travel,” I said, pulling her towards my aircar.


  WE WERE doing three-twenty on the way back to New York.


  “How will you explain it?” asked Betty.


  “You can do your own explaining about your two bums,” I said. “As for Doris, I’ll tell her one of your gang slipped up behind us, let her have it; and took off with you. I followed, but I lost you on the road.”


  “I guess I’ve been a heel,” she sighed. “But I promised father on his deathbed to keep the Congress tradition alive. And I didn’t have any money; that’s why I wanted your books.”


  “Forget it.”


  She was sitting as far from me as she could in the front seat. “But—why did you save me?” she insisted. “I mean—after the trouble I made.”


  Through her glasses, the soft eyes were accusing. The mouth trembled a little. I knew what she was thinking. Now she would have to hide out, in some apartment—like mine. And under the new morality—she would be at my mercy.


  I grinned. “Sister,” I said, “anytime I want a love-life I can walk down Madison Avenue. You and I are headed for Jackson’s bookbar. No man or woman alive has ever read me down with a book. We’re going to read and read until one of us falls asleep and loses; and it won’t be me. That’s why I saved you!”


  She grinned. She took off her glasses, leaned back her lovely head, and closed her nice, feminine eyes to rest them for the coming ordeal.


  Go Fast on Interplane


  Wallace Baird Halleck


  herewith presents the astonishing facts in the case of a citizen who found out that he’d better


  MCFEE AND Spike hissed down the big four-lane highway. McFee was full of youth and the devil. Spike, being a brand-new Cadillon Eight, was full of hi-test Rocony.


  It was a week-day morning and the roads were clear. McFee had been stepping it up to 65 and 70 without spotting a state-trooper; he was on the tail-end of last night’s bust, and was still feeling the wine.


  Spike was a sweet car. His nose was red and his fenders glossy;, the concealed headlights lifted or vanished as one flicked a button on the dashboard. Speed? They had gone eighty for a couple of reckless minutes on a fine straightaway, and the motor hadn’t even worked at it.


  He shot past a number of small upstate towns just waking into life. Hearing the clang of a school-bell he slowed down considerably; whatever his other vices, McFee wasn’t a babykiller. The delights of the highway were manifold; it was one of the latest things laid on the map. The turns were rough-surface concrete, gripping the tires like chewing-gum.


  There was a cut-off, and McFee took it in spite of the unfinished look of the road. There were hunks of concrete here and there; some road-building machinery, too—tractors and drags.


  He eased his way along the lumpish surface, noting with approval how Spike’s springs cushioned him nicely as they slammed into a sack of gravel, or rolled over a smoothing-board.


  The end of the rubble was marked by a sign. McFee glanced at the marker as he rolled past, then shook his head and remarked “Huh?” just as if he were in the movies. He reversed and stopped before the sign, which said:


  INTPL. HWY.


  CONN., US


  ROUTE ONE


  That wasn’t all it said, but that was all McFee could read. Because the rest of what it said—right below the English—was in an alphabet he didn’t know, stuff that looked like shorthand, but connected. Or like the peak-and-valley code of the language-scrambling machines.


  McFee shrugged and went on down the Intpl. Hwy. Route One. It was completely deserted; he had the only car on it. But the scenery was swell—the green, rolling hills of New England, sheep here and there. He shot past another road-sign which said:


  SPEED UP TO 65 MPH


  and below it more of the peak-and-valley talk. McFee obeyed, though it was a novelty to find such a request. It made sense, though. This was a high-speed road if ever there was one. For, after the speed-sign the highway doubled, developed a parkway strip down the center and banked heavily on all turns.


  There were lots of turns. Some of them didn’t make sense at all, being S-shaped when there wasn’t any hill to avoid climbing by the S. There were deliberately-constructed curving ramps, high piles of concrete. McFee was fighting the wheel, damning the wide play that the late model cars all had. Not that there was any danger; the road was too scientifically constructed for that. But he had to keep his eyes well on the concrete and miss the scenery. Out of the corner of his eye, he sensed that the country was changing ever so slightly. The hills were higher and more bare of foliage. Hell! He couldn’t be in the Green Mountains yet—could he?


  Another sign flashed by, then another in case he had missed the first. They said:


  SPEED UP TO EIGHTY-FIVE MPH


  and a third sign following simply added


  PLEASE


  They were all accompanied by the code, or whatever it was. He stepped down the gas to 85, noticed how ridges of concrete had appeared in the road so as to guide his wheels almost automatically, needing his hand on the wheel only for the more drastic curves and turns.


  There were plenty of those, after a minute or two. McFee found himself tearing through the most intricate, nerve-wracking series of twists he had ever encountered. It was like 200 miles of clover-leaf intersections—at 85 miles per!


  Once, he was sure, he had looped the loop in dare-devil style. Several times he had made flat circles in his own track, all on incredibly sharp banks. But he wasn’t sure. All he could see was the onrushing flood of concrete spinning beneath his wheels.


  Twice there were tunnels to shoot through, lighted and banked, with simple notices—in two alphabets, he presumed—to KEEP SPEED.


  Alter 80 minutes of this insanity, there was the welcome sign:


  SLOW TO FIFTY MPH


  Only in this case, the peak-and-valley talk was above the English. He slowed to 50 and heaved a sign of relief. That Intpl. Hwy. had been a gas-cooker!


  Concerning the scenery, he was interested, greatly interested. The trees were nice, the grass was nice, everything was very nice. Then what the hell was wrong?


  He shrugged and lit a cigarette. He was—naturally—jumpy after all that driving. He remembered that he hadn’t slept last night.


  SPIKE APPROACHED an intersection of three highways. McFee stopped to study the markers. He was still on Intpl. Hwy.—again the peak-and-valley talk was above the English. The other roads were marked in p&v only. McFee drove on, with a worried thought to his gas-tank. There was a town ahead—gabled roofs, chalet-like. There were advertising-signs on the road, with terse injunctions on them, all in peak-and-valley.


  McFee drove into a gas station, which carried the only English lettering he could see in the place. And scattered about the station were signs in not only English and p&v, but three other alphabets, all unfamiliar.


  “Yus, sairrr!” snapped an attendant at McFee, beginning to polish the windshield. He was tall and angular, wore a blue smock.


  “Fill ’er up,” said McFee faintly, glimpsing the attendant’s face. His ears were long and hairy; his eyes were all pupil, no white showing at all. And he didn’t have individual teeth—just a white shell like a beak behind his lips, the way commercial-artists draw faces. As the attendant filled ’er up, McFee noted a bushy tail protruding from beneath the blue smock.


  Joe paid him with a five dollar bill. The attendant, after referring to a little book, gave him a small pile of red and blue and green discs. As Joe took off the hand-brake he leaned in and said: “Eet you weesh, sairrr, you may obtain thee smash-fast dorn thee rrroad.” He pointed to a brightly decorated., shop-front. “Therrr it speaks Eengleesh good like me.”


  “Thanks,” said McFee. The attendant presented him, as if by afterthought, with a pamphlet in English and waved at him cheerily as he drove off to the smash-fast shop. There was a sign in the window: “English Spoken Here”. It turned out to be a much superior variety to that of the attendant.


  A kind-faced person, who might possibly have been female, seated him at a high table and assured him that she’d see he got real home cooking. Meanwhile McFee, ignoring the curious ones who were staring at him—Lord, he didn’t blame them!—took out the pamphlet he had been handed.


  The title page said: “Highway Guide for the Interplane Traveler. Published for the Convenience of Our Patrons by the Winged Wolf Petrol Co. English Edition Published for Distribution on Intpl. Hwy. Route One Between Springfield-Earth-VI and Valley Junction (Wiog-a-Wof)-Earth-V (The Swoj)”.


  McFee devoured the book. It proudly announced the completion of the latest “biplanar spanning section” of the Interplane Highway into Earth-VI. Earth V, otherwise known as “The Swoj”, was where he was now. The peak-and-valley writing was Swojian, as were all these smocked and hairy people.


  He couldn’t make much out of the technical details which the book offered in what it called “simplified, easily-understandable form for the layman’s interest and amusement”. It was mostly straight mathematics. The only intelligible part of the section was: “The reader will be interested to learn that the speed-torsion formulae are in the main products of Swojian science, though valuable data were collected by the Officials of Earth. There was as well considerable collaboration between the Swoj and Earth-I.”


  More intelligible was the “Brief History of the Interplane Highway”. There at last McFee found the basis for the whole insane collusion against his peace of mind. There it was explained that “Earth”, consists of a large number of coexistant planes. Many years ago the first crossing had been made from Earth-I to Earth-VI. Since then the highway had been made commercially practical and been extended to link Earths II, III, IV and VII.


  “—and this new section, due to open April 15, 1953—” McFee gasped. He was three weeks early! He had gone through before—he read on “—will be an accomplished fact by the time you, visitor from Wiog-a-Wof, read this. Secret negotiations with the government of the United States have been nearly completed at this stage of writing.”


  McFee’s smash-fast arrived in the hands of the amiable Swojian whom he regarded with new interest as a potential neighbor. She served him bacon and eggs, explaining that they had been raising chickens and hogs in anticipation of a flow of Wiog-a-Woffian tourists. English was being taught as a second language to the inhabitants of the border towns.


  He ate ravenously, then continued with the booklet. There was a schedule of currencies, a digest of highway markers in Swojian, and an official greeting from the Chamber of Commerce of Tinkabog Continental Unit in the All-Swoj Federation. He was invited to enjoy himself, see the sights, report any discourtesies and generally to consider himself a public guest.


  McFEE ROSE from the hefty breakfast tickled pink at being the first American tourist to see the place, thinking perhaps of writing articles about it in the Haliburton manner: “Through the Swoj with Gun and Camera”. “The Poetry of Swoj”. “Swoj the Mysterious”. Who knows? he reflected, slipping a notch on his belt.


  He inspected Spike, shooing away the Swojian urchins who remarkably resembled puppies, and compared it with the few other machines on the streets and doubted not that it was the best thing in sight.


  Driving off slowly, keeping to the Intpl. Hwy., he surveyed the scenery, noting that dogs were dressed in little jackets and that the principle livestock was a sort of de-horned goat that came in all sizes up to the gigantic.


  McFee passed a number of towns, small, rustic and prosperous. He followed the road-map in the brochure out of North-West Tinkabog and thereafter wandered at will. The country was low and rolling, with occasional green hills; there were purple mountains in the far distance. He passed several cars on the highway before coming into a big intersection, slowed down to read the lengthy signpost. It informed him that to stay in the Swoj he must get off the Highway, as it continued into Earth-IV.


  What the hell? He drove on into hillier country; again the highway became high-speed and the parkway appeared. There were no more English signs; the speed-up marker was in Swojian and some other language that looked like a cross of braille and hentracks.


  There was a repetition of the unholy loops, turns, twists, hilly dips, and the whole arsenal of the previous transition into the Swoj. McFee bore it like a man and Spike took it in his stride.


  McFee slowed at last to find that Earth-IV wasn’t as picturesquely old-word as Earth V. It was mostly sandy waste, with big gopher-holes to accent the monotony of the view. There were people popping out and into the holes every now and then; McFee couldn’t get a straight look at them because of the reflected glare of sun and sand. But there was a gas-station before one of the groups of gopher-holes. McFee sighted it far down the road and pulled in.


  The station man looked like a lizard with a coolie hat. But his tail was rat-like rather than scaly, and he had rodent’s whiskers. And his smile seemed a little forced.


  McFee tried English, getting nowhere; finally he pantomimed filling a gas-tank and got the response. He held out a fistful of Swojian coins after the cap was back on; the station man took a discriminating assortment and sped him on his way.


  He couldn’t read any of the signs, and there was damned little scenery to inspect. But it was plain where he was going when the Swojian disappeared from the markers to be replaced by strings of circles of different sizes.


  McFee speeded up. Signs flashed past, one of them, big and blackly printed, in Swojian. He marvelled, and as the car plunged into a tunnel took out his handbook, turned to the section on highway signs.


  Leafing through them, paying little attention to the driving, he murmured: “Ah—looks like it—” and turned for the translation on the next page:


  BRIDGE OUT


  THERE WAS a shattering crash: McFee plunged down, far down, conscious of bodily and mental agony, feeling the steering-wheel come loose and come off in his hand while he wrestled with it. It was like a skid but many times worse. The lights of the tunnel had gone out for him; he wondered if his eyes had been crushed.


  No, not that, for patches of roadway were falling up past him; he saw that plainly. For a moment he hung suspended in mid-air, then dropped heavily to the ground. Spike fell beside him at a few yards distance a moment later with a ponderous crunching noise, then exploded into flames as McFee scrambled for shelter beside a railway trestle’s big girders.


  Sadly he considered while the car burned into embers. The girders shook in his hand as a train passed overhead. He looked around for markers; he had fallen into some damned gully or other; cars were whizzing past on a hill road half up the side. He mournfully shook his head as the West Virginia State Police bounced a motorcycle over the rocks of the valley and yelled: “Anybody hurt?”


  “Nope,” he called back. “Only me, and I’m all right.” The trooper had him make out an accident-form, and wanted to know what the hell had happened. McFee didn’t bother to explain. He went from the highway patrol’s cabin to a railroad station and returned to New York only long enough to buy a new Cadillon Eight and shoot up to Springfield.


  The Interplane Highway was gone; there was a new road-crew there, which had been recently transferred to Springfield from Oregon. They didn’t know anything except that they were supposed to keep their mouths shut. Also they were being paid by checks on the Department of Justice instead of the Department of Labor.


  McFee returned to New York after a fruitless week scouting New England to read in the papers of the arrest for graft of the Connecticut Highway Commission. He observed quietly while the case was jammed through in record time, and the Commission sent to Alcatraz.


  He noticed also the resignation of the Secretary of State—“for reasons of health”. He noticed that the Secretary immediately undertook the running of the utilities system of Los Angeles, a full-time job which he performed to perfection.


  Some years later McFee noticed that the Highway Commission, officially in Alcatraz, was seen in Panama having a riotously fine time on brand-new money.


  And just the other day McFee was in Washington on business. He noted, in the parking-lot attached to the new State Department building, a car of curious make. On the hood he discerned, imperfectly scratched out, peak-and-valley characters.


  “They tried again,” he said to himself. “And this time—it went through!”


  He was last seen in a new Cadillon Eight, studying a road-map to Springfield.


  August 1953


  The Duplicated Man


  James Blish and Michael Sherman


  The machine existed; Paul Danton, rank-and-file member of the Pro-Earth Party had seen it. Thus evolved the Party’s deadly scheme for overthrowing Earth’s planetwide Security Council, and making peace with Venus. But. the Security Council had its own deadly scheme, and Danton found that his only role was to consent to become
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  Gentlemen Talk Peace . . .


  THE SKY was fair that day; but for Earthmen, the fairest skies were foul, so long as they held the threat of demolition-bombs coming at random—armed at nothing and no one in particular, but at everything and everyone in general. Paul Danton was no astronomer, professional or hobbyist; he could pick out the planet Venus in the night sky when Venus was an evening star—at other times, it should have meant nothing to him. Yet, the very existence of that planet drummed beneath his consciousness throughout his whole existence—as it did with every other human being alive on Earth.


  The blue of the sky was a fraud; up there, beyond that serene color, lay Venus, a planet where other human beings—exiled from Earth—dwelled and hated. Danton had never seen any of the Venusian Exiles, nor had the billions who inhabited Earth; but Paul Danton, and all other Earthlings, knew of the hatred that seethed beyond the clouds. This wisdom wasn’t the sort that came from propaganda, or intuition, or irrational drives on the part of the knower; the facts were tangible. Venusian hatred expressed itself in an-unceasing terror-bombardment of Earth, a package of destruction flung carelessly at the planet’s face whenever the relative positions of Earth and Venus were such that any kind of hit was possible.


  You could argue, no doubt, that some Venusians were not assassins, but such differences made no difference, so long as those Venuspeople who were informed by hostility had the means to maintain this continuous fire.


  Danton looked out through the transparent plastic of the tear-drop that was his personal ship, a low-priced “baby-hopper” that carried him high above woodlands, and wondered, Will it be today?


  And all over Earth, people glanced up at the sky and asked the same question. It was the next bomb, the bomb that would land on you. What mattered the intervals between bombs—whether the spacing was hours, days, or months? What mattered whether the bombs came singly, or in clusters? They would continue to come; that was all.


  Would the next one be it?


  A voice from the ship’s radio intoned, “. . . nor shall compacts entered into without notification and approval be honored; nor shall any agreements entered into by governments in any other fashion than publically, be held binding on the governments, whether or not approved by the Council.”


  “Article 2, Section A, Paragraph 2 of the Peace Orders, Security Broadcast, May 4, 1961,” Danton murmured beneath his breath. He knew this passage by heart, as did virtually everyone else on Earth. It was intoned, rather than asserted, before each meeting of the Security Council—reminding the world that part of the dream of a great statesman of the 20th Century had come true. Decisions among and between nations had, in truth, become open covenants, openly arrived at; every official meeting of the Security Council was broadcast and televised.


  He wondered what might be the occasion for today’s meeting; none had been scheduled. Danton’s ruminations ceased “as his personal wrist-communicator stuttered a familiar rhythm. His brown eyes squinted, Tudor-like features becoming rigid with tension, as the fingers of his right hand moved toward his wrist to squeeze the cut-off.


  THE FINGERS hesitated. He was Paul Danton, but more than Danton; he was a member of the Pro-Earth Party, the underground movement which conspired against Earth’s ruling government—the Security Council—and propagandized peace-overtures to Venus, among other surface-aims, awaiting a day that never seemed to come. He was Dendrite B, of the Inguinal Plexus, anonymous otherwise, as were his colleagues in this monolith.


  To the layman, the scientific-sounding terminology in the Pro-Earth Party lent support to the party’s contentions of being truly scientific in its approach to socio-economic problems—and anything else under the sun that it might find of use for its purposes. Thus, the various party locals were known as Plexi, and named after the various plexi in the human body. Within the plexus, the unit was the Vagus—a three-man cell, whose leader was termed the Cyton; nine of such cells made up the plexus, and dendrites were lettered from A to Z. The local chief, referred to as the Ganglion, had no letter.


  Thus, in the Inguinal Plexus, Dendrite A was the Cyton; Dendrite B, Paul Danton; and Dendrite C, another rank-and-file member, whose name Danton didn’t know. Dendrite E, of course, was Cyton of another Vagus, and so on—although cytons were never referred to by their dendrite-letters unless they were on trial. Party members who had sufficient sense of humor to be amused at the neurological analogies rarely survived long enough to enjoy the joke, Danton had noticed. The idealism which had led him into the party had become tempered with caution early enough to insure his survival through ten purge-hidden years.


  One learned hesitation, but one did not waver too long. The call-signal Danton had just heard was right. If Golgi was taking such a risk as to order that dendrites be summoned on personal wave-bands, then there must be an extraordinarily-compelling reason. Danton said warily, “Dendrite B, Inguinal.”


  Golgi was the central committee of the Pro-Earth Party, responsible only to the party chief himself, that elusive person known as The Cortex. Theoretically, the Cortex could be deposed, for sufficient cause, and he was only the spokesman for the committee—but in practice, his rule was absolute.


  The reply Danton heard was instantaneous, though faint. “Main stem.” That was the headquarters of the central committee. “The conference on Duplication has been cancelled; if you’re near a local, you’d better land there.”


  Danton looked at his wrist, sifting the meagre facts; let’s see . . . yes, there was a local of the Pro-Earth Party not too far off his present line of flight—he couldn’t recall which Plexus, though. Security hadn’t uncovered this one, yet—at last reports. He wondered if Main Stem were tracking his flight.


  “What’s up?” he asked, a little of the tension easing out of his voice.


  “Another heller of a V-Bomb just arrived . . . landed in a rural area; but if they have any more like it in the same batch, serious damage is bound to come.” Involuntarily, Danton looked up through the plastic of his ship at the cloudless, non-committal sky. That glance upward, helpless and defiant at the same time, was virtually a universal tic, a signal-reaction to the word, “they”, when intoned as it was now.


  “Security has called an emergency session,” the speaker continued.


  “I know,” Danton replied; “I was just listening to the ritual; cut-off, please, so I can hear what’s going on.” He squeezed his own cut-off, and altered his course; the little ship swung south obediently, as the suave tones of Joachim Burgd’s well-known (and, to Pro-Earth Party members, well-hated) voice filled the cabin. Danton had seen the Representative from Antarctica many times on video; he could picture the man, now—even before he turned on the tiny screen in his hopper: sleek, giving an impression of tallness, even though his height was barely medium; immaculately attired; a feline figure, with eyes that underlined the suggestion.
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  BURGD WAS saying, “Surely, we should be accustomed to this by now. This is not the first bomb; it is not the one hundred and first. It is, roughly, the twelve-hundredth. Might I suggest that the hour is somewhat late for—if my colleagues will forgive me the word—hysteria?”


  He stood confidently beside his desk, cat-like, his eyes powerful, and giving an impression that he had learned how to purr. Behind him in the screen, Danton could see Marcia Nels, the Albertan chairwoman of the Council; she appeared less cool, for all her decided poise. Danton knew her for an expert politician, yet he could tell from her eyes—small as her figure was on his screen—and from her hands, that she felt the latest blow from Venus. She felt it as much as if it were the first, he thought; the victims were real to her.


  Her voice was calm enough as she replied, “There are such things as emergencies in the healthiest constitutions, Mr. Burgd. The body-politic has reached a threshold. The people have borne this continual bombardment from the skies too long.”


  “Suppose we let Mr.—ah—Wilkins finish,” interrupted the Appalachian representative, a man named Heath. He spoke into the sender on his own desk. “Just how much damage was there, sir?”


  A faint crackle from the radio—the attache seemed to be reporting from another station—then Danton heard Wilkins’ voice come through. “Very little, fortunately. Durham is not much of a town, and the projectile landed in the outskirts. But—I never saw a chemical explosive go off so sharply; it seemed to turn to gas in every particle, all at once—the wavefront of the explosion was way up in the supersonic frequencies. It behaved like a relative of trinitrogen iodide——went off with a crack, instead of a boom.”


  “Tell us about the damage, please,” Heath put in dryly; “we aren’t scientists.”


  “Well . . . it busted a lot of eardrums, and fired the tobacco-crop in the vicinity—don’t ask me how! And there were some extraordinary emotional affects among the townspeople. About $45,000 worth of buildings powdered. . . . Deaths haven’t been counted, since they’re still going on; but there seem to be between six and seven hundred, so far.”


  “Immunes?” Burgd asked. There was a brief hesitation at the other end. Most of the speculation about human mutations, that might result from the radiations emanating from fission-bomb explosions in the Twentieth Century, remained nothing but speculation. But one viable mutation had emerged. These people weren’t monsters, or freaks, in any visible aspect; but they all had one characteristic in common, Danton remembered: immunity to one or more of the afflictions which plagued “normal” people.


  “One was killed,” came the answer. “There are only a few Immunes here; the rest are unharmed, as usual.” The undertones in Wilkins’ voice bespoke the resentment most “normal” people held toward the mutants. “An Immune is a human being; he’s a man, all right,” Wilkins’ undertone said, “but he’s somehow ‘different’; I can’t predict his motives and actions by ‘normal’ standards.”


  “Thank you,” Marcia Nels replied. “Does the Council wish further information?”


  TAMARA, the Representative for Ukrainia, stood up. “That sounds simple. I suggest that Mr. Wilkins complete this, report in the usual way; Mr. Heath can cull it for us later.”


  The faint wash of sound that was Wilkins’ carrier-beam stopped. Tamara continued, “I think that the danger is real enough, to be sure. The Venusians have a radiation-screen around the entire planet which won’t pass atomic weapons. So far, they haven’t been able to shoot fission or fusion bombs at us, any more than we’ve been able to fire atomic weapons at them. But . . . if their molecular science keeps advancing at the pace it has, this may not make any difference, shortly.”


  She spoke in Russian, as was her usual practice, but Burgd understood, and plunged ahead without waiting for translation. “Just what do you propose? I am as reluctant as any other member that the people should be asked to suffer this century-long fusillade passively. But I see no present alternative that we could accept; the situation has grown much worse, but it has not changed, essentially. The soi-disant ‘Earth Government-in-Exile’ is still as impervious to our major weapons as it ever was—and there is no military sense in returning their chemical-projectile attacks. It might relieve some pent-up feelings on Earth, but it would mean nothing; we might as well send the people out to blow peas at penguins, from baby-hoppers half a mile up. A few birds might be hit, and the peas might sting them a little, but they’d peck still harder after that.”


  Marcia Nels recognized Carillo, the Representative for Brazil, who spun out an elaborate, intricately-balanced discourse in Portugese, replete with gestures, which the translator reduced to, “My government agrees with Mr. Burgd upon quite different premises. We all hold membership in this Council in order to prevent war; too carry war to others is specifically forbidden under our charter.”


  Heath had been attending to his corn cob, apparently paying no attention, but he twirled a match in his fingers, putting out the flame before it had touched the tobacco in the bowl. The answer he shot back at the birdlike Brazilian was pungent; it went over into Portugese rather oddly.


  “Luncheon-meat!” the translator barked for him. “Is Venus an aggressor within the definition of the Peace Orders, or isn’t she? Are we in doubt as to which planet houses the legal government of Earth? Has the title of the Venusian rulers, the self-proclaimed Earth-Government-in-Exile, any validity for anyone except themselves and Venuspeople? Security had no scruples about flooding out the old multi-national states back in 1961, when it bombed the ice-cap. Our ancestors carried war to the whole damned Earth, and did it with nothing more than fifty antiquated fission-bombs.


  “What about that, Mr. Burgd?” Heath added, shooting a glance at the Antarctican. “If the first Council hadn’t found a method where there seemed to be none, your present esteemed territory would still be under quite a few tons of ice. And I doubt that Mr. Carillo would be here, either, if the first Council hadn’t taken the action it did; the additional sixty feet of depth that the Amazon river took unto itself after the bombing may not have made Brazil a major power in one blow, but it sure did help.”


  Burgd was purring almost audibly now, Danton thought. “But . . . what do you propose? We grant you your point: Antarctica, Brazil, Appalachia—none of us, as a matter of fact—would be here now had the Peace Squadron not bombed the ice-cap. We would have no nations to represent. What were then known as Russia and America had fission and fusion bombs; Argentina, as it was called before it disappeared beneath the ocean, was supposed to have a fusion bomb. Very well; we agree—there would have been no survivors, so far as nations go.


  “Since that time, as we all know, there has been no aggression on this planet; the Peace Orders left no room for it. But . . . need I remind you, my dear sir, that the Peace-Orders seem to be unenforceable. on Venus? You cannot get a fission-powered ship, or any other kind of atomic projectile, or atomic Dust-cloud, through the Thomas Screen. The surface of Venus, itself, is always invisible to us; we have no idea where to shoot a torpedo, or any other kind of demolition missile. An entire planet could not be blanketed with gas, nor could we use biological weapons in an extra-Terrestrial ecology.


  “Do you imagine that you can stop the bombardment by liquidating the Pro-Earth Party? The Americans thought along such lines, as I recall; that didn’t prevent war. Or should we ask for volunteers to parachute thousands of miles through that screen? If there is anything that will work—”
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  THE BROADCAST of the Security “Council’s meeting covered not only the planet Earth. There was a tiny vortex in the Terrestrial ionosphere, fixed there magnetically by the last of the ships that had carried the original members of the Earth Government-in-Exile to Venus—a pinhole through the Heaviside Layer, which otherwise confined radio-waves within Earth’s atmosphere. Forty-five million miles away, deep within the planet Venus itself, men who proclaimed themselves the current Earth-Government-in-Exile listened.


  But there was another relic of that period—an artificial satellite rotating in a fixed orbit between Earth and Moon, a left-over from those belated war-preparations. It was now an anchorage for single spaceships known as the Moon Ferry, whose vast, absorbent bulk shuttled between the satellite and Luna itself.


  The ferry was in the way, and the Security Broadcast, except for an occasional half-audible word, was blanked out—so far as the Venus audience was concerned—in the middle of Burgd’s sentence.


  It was a quiet room within Venus, where Geoffrey Thomas sat in the Director’s chair and chuckled at his colleagues, the top officers of the Earth-Government-in-Exile. Thomas, who should have been dead these sixty years, at least—the fabulous electronics genius who created the screen that covered a planet—chuckled again as his eyes traveled around the room, from one man to another. First, “Nerveless” Lathrop, standing with his feet apart to accommodate a considerable girth, his Colonel’s uniform immaculate, looking something like a medieval British king; Enfield, sadeyed, lanky, a Mazarin brooding in the place of Richelieu and conscious of his shortcomings; Mann, a sharp-visaged Cassius, burning with the naked desire for power; Taverner, a young Stalin, bland and deceptively innocent-looking.


  Thomas looked at this second generation of conspirators, measured them against the men with whom he had made his flight, and laughed. Thai laugh made his five hundred and twenty pounds of flesh do obscene things; even Lathrop’s sensual mouth twitched. Other eyes looked rapidly away from the swaying, pendulous fat that hid the arms of the chief’s chair—except for Taverner. He watched as unconcernedly as a cow chewing grass.


  “Next time we’re cut off,” Enfield observed gloomily, “there’ll be no avoiding the conclusion that they’ve discovered our ‘aerial’.” The others stiffened uneasily—again with the exception of Taverner, who smothered a yawn.


  Thomas watched Enfield’s perpetually-sad expression droop still farther. As he’d remarked once, no predicament was ever as bad as it seemed, with Enfield; it was far worse. The attitude was a natural one for a moderate liberal to develop, when he was trying to operate in a society based on violence. Still, the man’s predecessor . . . well, that was part of Enfield’s burden.


  His eyes shifted to Lathrop, as the Colonel snorted, “Impossible.”


  “We’ll have to fire off a deputation, asking them kindly to start sending in radar,” Thomas suggested, gurgling. “I’m sure they wouldn’t want to miss a bigger Hooper.”


  LATHROP insisted again that it wasn’t possible. “The hole those broadcasts come through couldn’t be found in a million years without knowing its exact coordinates beforehand. These interruptions are regular; sooner or later, we’ll get the periodicity tied to some known event, and we’ll be able to predict them. But we’ll find that Security has nothing to do with them.”


  “Well, the end-result is the same,” Enfield replied. He looked at Taverner. “What do you think—or do you think?”


  The weariness in the question took any sting out of it. Taverner’s expression didn’t change. He shrugged slightly. “This situation does not require my thinking; I realized long enough ago that thinking about it would not change anything, nor lead to any action that could accomplish anything. You think the way a chicken pecks, my friend; I only think when it is necessary.”


  Thomas’ smile grew as Lathrop said, “Ah . . . a man of action. What are you doing, then, if you’re not thinking?”


  “Waiting. Enfield pecks with thinking, and you peck with play-acting. I wait. When it is time I shall do what is necessary.”


  Lathrop didn’t seem perturbed at the insult, Thomas noticed. He nodded briefly, and looked at Enfield. Thomas’ smile burst out into another chuckle—one he knew would set up sympathetic vibrations in the three that teetered on the verge of hysteria. Taverner didn’t seem to notice.


  “Stop the horseplay!” Mann grated. He led the extreme militarists, the Warhawk Party, and his words were as sharp as the hunger that exuded from his soul. “We’ve got them mad now. A few more torpedoes, and they’ll be all set to do something stupid. We’ll have a good hot party waiting for them when they arrive.”


  Enfield wanted to know how. He drew circles in the thin, crystalline dust on a table, and explored the situation which would confront Venus when Terrestrial expeditions arrived in force. The diagnosis was reassuringly dismal, Thomas thought.


  “Atomics or no atomics,” Enfield concluded, “if they become angry enough to make a large-scale raid, they’ll swamp us. They have the men, and they have the chemists. And we haven’t enough radioactives to make more than a few fission-bombs of our own, at the very best.”


  He drew a deep breath, which promised an epilogue twice the length of the speech he’d just delivered, but a pithy expletive from Lathrop interrupted him. Enfield shut up, looking like a disapproving school-teacher. The Colonel balled his fist against his belt, and thrust his feet still farther apart, looking impressively theatrical.


  “You civilians are worse than children. Don’t you ever look at the planet you live in? No matter how powerful Earth’s technology may be, or may become, it means nothing against us. We’re perfectly dispersed, completely featureless, a colony of moles spread out under the surface of a good-sized world. We have nothing they could hit—even with atomics—that would cripple anything more than a very small area. We have no more central organization than an earthworm; they can destroy a few segments, that’s all.”


  He tapped his fingers against his belt, smiled unpleasantly, and looked around at the rest of them—except for Thomas. “It would take very nearly their entire population to make a conquest here that would have any chance sticking, gentlemen. Our position is nearly impregnable; why should we jeopardize it by making a bigger gesture than we need, or can afford? With proper preparation, we can own the Earth.”


  “You should know, Colonel,” remarked Thomas, looking at Lathrop with an infuriating smirk. “Why don’t you and Mann get together?. It’s obvious that a Warhawk need good military advice.”


  Lathrop met the Director’s eyes steadily. “Because,” he said coldly, “I am not a Warhawk, as you well know.”


  Thomas was silent, but beneath the layer of tissue, his smirk subsided momentarily. He made a signal, and Taverner stepped to one side as two male nurses, who had been standing in attendance behind the Director, came forward and began to ease him to his feet.


  “You’re a mugwump, like our friend Enfield, Colonel—despite your belligerent uniforms and poses,” Thomas panted. “Your motto is, Sit Tight; his is Lie Still—not so great a difference.”


  “And what is Taverner? What’s the difference between him and us?”


  Thomas’ eyes shot sidewise to the bland young man. “Taverner? . . . Oh, he’s a real Boy Scout; his motto is Be Prepared. You can look up the rest for yourself, Colonel.”


  He smirked at their expressions, knowing that they all wondered how Thomas was able to walk at all, even with help. They’d seen earlier pictures of him, and knew that he’d been a big man in the first place—well over six feet tall, and equipped with a large frame, to boot. He could almost see them calculating—How old would he be now? At least one hundred and forty.


  “Ah, yes, Colonel—once I was trim like you; now my legs stick out from each other like the rays of a starfish.”


  Lathrop paled. “You’ve given us thumbnail sketches of each other—tell us now just what you are, besides an immortal anachronism?”


  There was no answer as the nurses helped the Director of the Exiles’ government sidewise through the door, and a faint, blubbering laugh echoed back, along with the flopping sound of footsteps. Thomas pictured Lathrop running a finger along his waistline (there was a rumor that he had ordered corsets) and Mann standing beside the dead radio, clenching and unclenching his fists. There was silence in the room momentarily; any sound, even a whisper, would be picked up by one or more of the concealed microphones Thomas had spotted about, and relayed to the communicator he carried inside an artificial molar.


  He heard Lathrop murmur, “A scout is helpful,” as Mann whispered, “Stinking usurpers! Come and, get us!”


  Thomas smiled. The original Exiles had hated Earth, but none as viciously as this second generation, this new crop of power-seekers he called his Cabal. But then, Mann and the others had the advantage of thorough ignorance concerning Earth . . . No; that was wrong, partly—only Mann really hated . . .
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  ON EARTH itself, there was no interruption in the broadcast or televising of Security proceedings. Paul Danton, eyes on the screen as if he could read the thoughts behind the tiny figures there if he looked closely enough, wondered what hidden project lay behind Joachim Burgd’s phrase, “Do you think we can stop the bombardment by liquidating the Pro-Earth Party?” Was this remark merely a jibe, something intended to goad the Party into ill-considered action? If so, Burgd was being naive; the Party knew that Security was in no position to deliver on such an offer. Still . . . the threat was there; it had been hanging over their heads when first Danton joined. It provided the rationale for frequent shifts in the party-line, the purges that invariably followed, the incessant spying, the totalitarian discipline.


  Yet, Security’s agents had done little more than carry on a campaign of incessant harrying; Danton wondered if the punches were being pulled—if some of the heroic escapes of some partymembers hadn’t been arranged that way.


  Did the Pro-Earth Party play an unwitting part in Burgd’s devious plans? Was it a convenience he preferred to keep handy?


  Danton’s attention returned to the television screen as Burgd’s voice said, “Or should we ask for volunteers to parachute thousands of miles through that screen? If there is anything that will work—” he coughed slightly, and Danton found himself bending forward.


  “—in a military sense, I mean—we should know about it; then there would be some sense in debating how to use it.


  “But research has produced nothing; the situation stands exactly as it stood a hundred years ago—the day our predecessors saw the rebel ships enter Venus’ atmosphere, and, soon afterward, saw a single flash of lightning shroud the planet in their wake. You will remember that atomic physicists of that day declared the Thomas Screen to be mathematically impossible. I am not a mathematician, so I bow to their judgement, but must murmur under my breath that the Screen exists; without it, the rebels would never have risked a flight to Venus.”


  Burgd paused momentarily, and Carillo sprang into the breach. “Madame Nels—must we waste time on grammer-school lessons?”


  “I move that Mr. Burgd proceed,” the Siberian representative said. “This is a public meeting; we are on the air, and it is essential that all sides be heard. After all, many grammarschool children will lie listening; we must not assume that every member of the general public knows as much about history as we do, even though we assume them capable of understanding it, once the facts are clearly put.”


  “Thank you,” the Antarctican replied, somewhat too politely, Danton thought. “That was partly what I had in mind; it does not hurt to be reminded of what we know, at relevant points. . . . I wish only to point out, again, that—perhaps due to a failure to instruct atomic projectiles that the Thomas Screen is an impossibility—the Screen did operate exactly as Geoffrey asserted it would. It has been as inconvenient to them, in a way, as it has been protective; every projectile that the Exiles have fired at us has been chemically-powered and chemically-armed. Hatred as violent as theirs—hatred sufficient to produce this generation-spanning bombardment—would not draw the line at atomic missiles unless there were a reason.”


  “Perhaps they do not have atomic weapons,” Carillo suggested.


  “This is possible, I grant you,” Burgd replied. “However, there is better reason to assume that they do. Nor, let me remind you, have we been satisfied with paper-logic and academic debate. Fifty years ago, atomic projectiles were fired at Venus; they all blew up just short of the Screen. The experiment is still being tried, but the results are the same. Conclusion: the Screen will not pass radioactive, from either side.”


  “Still,” added the Brazilian.


  “Still,” agreed Burgd. “So far as cracking the Thomas Screen goes, Earth’s best brains and equipment have made not one step farther than was made during the period of the revolt and flight of the rebels. As the public has been informed, the latest report from the Screen Team—a group of geniuses, if men ever deserved that overworked title—confesses failure to agree on the most elementary of initial tests. Even a full century’s advance in mathematical theory fails to provide any clue as to the nature of the Thomas Screen; without such knowledge, testing-instruments cannot be designed.”


  HEATH AGREED. “Report’s a sadsack. The Thomas Screen is physically out of this world—and out of theirs, too, I guess. But when it comes to reminding us of what we know, I can deal you one, Mr. Burgd. Remember reports of what were apparently Venusian attempts to get atomics of some kind by their own screen? Blew up—just like our own bombs.


  “But it seems to me, Mr. Burgd,” Heath went on, “that the Representative from Brazil is right in toning this down. We’ll accept the likelihood that the Screen may not be cracked, atomically, for another century to come. Maybe it can’t be cracked at all—one of those irreversible things—though they said it couldn’t be made, in the first place. That isn’t the point at all, however. What we’ve got to find now is a way to deal with Venus without using atomic weapons.”


  He lit his eternal pipe, and twirled the match reflectively. “It’s the report of the Psychology Team which counts, now. They’ve traced a rising insanitycurve directly to this bombardment. No doubt about it, either. Despite all that our educators can do—all that the press can do—our people grow up in a world that’s got a mass phobia. Isn’t a single human being on this Earth who can make a move that hasn’t been influenced by fear—fear of that no-longer-proverbial bolt from the blue.


  “You don’t need much imagination to know that zip there somewhere is a world that hates you and everyone else on this planet, and is out to kill as many Earthpeople as possible. You can see that nothing has been done about it—nothing effective, anyhow; and it doesn’t look to the average man as if anything can be done. You feel like a rat in a maze.”


  The Appalachian’s rough voice and manner of speaking could not compare with Burgd’s brilliance and polish, Danton thought, as Heath took the corncob out of his mouth. Nevertheless, the man had his listeners’ full attention. His pipe had gone out again, but no one—not even Burgd—interrupted him while he filled and relit it. The camera momentarily spotted Heath twirling his matchstick in the preternatural silence of the Council chamber, then shifted to his face as he continued.


  “We’ve done the best we could; the situation’s just unbearable. Long as it stays like this, we’re right smack against the edge of mental bust, over the whole planet. We can maybe postpone it, hold it back day to day and week to week, but we’re still right where we were. The hospitals are jammed full; the weakest ones keep going down, one by one—minds snapping like lights going out in a powershortage. Any kind of intelligent work, just government, good artistic creation—hell and damnation, you might as well say any kind of sane living at all—gets more fiendishly difficult every day. Pretty soon, it’ll be impossible.


  “So I’m saying, that, Screen or no Screen, we’ve got to act. Not tomorrow; not when the Screen Team finds something, but now!”
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  THE INTERFERENCE of the Moon Ferry had passed now, and Heath’s words were heard on Venus—but not by the Exiles; they were heard in a small Nisson hut on the hot, arid surface of the planet. In that murky atmosphere, no eyes could see the hut from more than a foot away—if as much as that. It was hidden from the Venusian populace, far below and from the watchful eyes of the Exile government as effectively as from Terrestrial eyes. No telescope on Earth could find an object a thousand times the size of this hut on. Venus’ face, nor could any visual-magnification instrument help on Venus.


  “At last!”


  Each man within the hut was anonymous in the oxygen mask that all must wear, and heard the shouts of the others over the earphones of his communication-unit. There was no demonstration but, as Heath’s concluding remarks came over the radio, excitement was a tangible thing in the room, passing from man to man around the table where they huddled. Only one of the nameless figures seemed unmoved; the tall, lean figure at the head of the table, known to the others simply as the gloomy Man.


  “They won’t come,” he said simply. His shoulders lifted and sagged again. “They won’t come; they haven’t before, and won’t now. Security has been using parliamentary maneuvers as a substitute for action for a hundred years—as you’ll discover if you read over the transcriptions of their broadcasts from the time the Earth Party started. They won’t change now, no matter what anyone may say in any particular speech.”


  He stared around at his still-exultant colleagues, all of them featureless as himself, distinguishable only by their size, characteristic postures and gestures, and the inflections in their speech as it came over the headphones. “You don’t agree, eh?”


  “This sounds like something more than mere talk,” the stocky one halfway down the table objected. “It’s a perfect time for them now, if they’re ready.” He motioned downward, in the general direction of the main body of Venusian civilization. Only the observatories and the “underground” were on the surface. “The Exiles are at each other’s throats, just about literally as things stand. Enfield has been losing ground, as we know, and he’s just about burned out; there’s no one among the Moderates to step into his shoes. I doubt that Enfield, even as he was, could keep the Moderate Party from collapse much longer, in any event. Lathrop is the strongest single personality in the Cabal, but the Conservatives have been losing popularity for quite awhile; Mann and his program have caught the popular fancy. Warhawk Party membership has doubled in the past two months—the people want decisive action, and Mann’s the only one talking along those lines. He’s succeeded in having the bombardment stepped up, you know, and that looks good to the average citizen—it looks as if something is being done. As for Taverner . . .” The stocky man let his voice drop.


  “Lathrop hasn’t the numbers to win out,” the figure at the radio agreed. “But Mann hasn’t the brains to seize control, even though now is the time he might do it and make it stick. Enfield exists only by tolerance—Lathrop and Mann each find him a convenient buffer against the other, and he does represent a sizeable block of the populace still. As for Taverner—well, what is he? A glorified office-boy. He hasn’t any party behind him at all, doesn’t represent anything except himself, and that’s saying very little. Thomas has some use for him, so he’s there; the others have to accept him.”


  “Thomas sprawls on top of them all, and don’t you forget it,” the stocky one said. “He uses each against the other, and that is where Taverner fits in—as Thomas’ instrument. None of them are making coalitions and temporary pacts when it comes to their main object—to kill Thomas and become immortal in his place. . . . Don’t tell me that Taverner doesn’t dream of it, too; my guess is that he has an inside track . . .”


  THE GLOOMY man wheezed and looked around the table again, as if trying to find direction where there was none. “Immortality?” he asked. “Sure, that’s what everyone on Venus dreams of.” His inflections left no doubt that he included all present in his statement. “Oh, it hasn’t been proved that Thomas is immortal—but he obviously has some secret way of extending his life-expectancy, and that’s a good enough start. . . . Maybe he is immortal; at any rate, the secret goes along with the Director’s position, so the rest of the Cabal has its eyes on the chief’s chair for more than the usual reason. It’s a palacestruggle, first of all, my friend,” he added, nodding in the direction of the stocky man. “Popular backing has a part in it, but is really secondary—the man who wins will have a party; you may be sure of that.”


  The stocky one shrugged. “Well . . . there’s plutonium under the crust of Venus, all the same. If Earth made a landing, we wouldn’t have to go through with the coup we planned. The Exiles would be fighting each other so busily that they wouldn’t care what happened on the surface of this planet.”


  “That’s right,” agreed the mask at the radio; “we’ve made the progress we have during the past year pretty largely because the Cabal’s been fully occupied jockeying for power, and hasn’t paid any attention to us. Ever since Thomas simply announced that Taverner was now a member of the Cabal, and the others all thought they could make private capital out of accepting him . . .”


  “Let me get this straight,” the gloomy man put in. “We’ve already gone over the background today, before the broadcast started.” He paused significantly, and remembered past years when he, too, had been enthusiastic. The thought softened the statement he’d been about to make to, “What you have been saying, so far as I can reduce it, is this: Earth is going to raid Venus this time, because—as we all agree—this is a good time-for it.”


  There was a long, uncomfortable silence. At last a small figure, whom they knew as the Old One said bitterly, “The last twist of the knife. From that, we’d have to assume that Security, back on Earth, knows all about the conflicts and general situation here. They couldn’t unless they were here, had spies . . . It might be possible,” he started up, hopefully.


  The gloomy man shook his head. “No spies have ever contacted us: you know that. We would be their natural allies; the chances against it—”


  “Aren’t too great!” burst out the stocky one. “Didn’t you hear Burgd’s reference to the ‘Pro-Earth Party’ ? How does he know that there is such a party? How can he know of our existence, unless Security has spies here—”


  “No,” the gloomy man stated flatly. “There may be such a party, but it isn’t us. Never have we called ourselves the ‘Pro-Earth Party’; it would have been suicide for our founders to have used the term, and not much better than that for us. We’ve been hounded enough as it is—need I remind you?


  “Why do we call ourselves the ‘Earth Party’ ? We want to remind our youngsters of what the Exiles—the original refugees from Earth—lost when they made their asinine exodus to this miserable planet.” He chuckled dryly. “When I was a recruit, I tried to agitate for a change in our name—let’s call ourselves the ‘Back-to-Earth’ party, I proposed. Well, it fits our aims, but it’s just too clumsy; I was told that that change had been proposed and voted down on the same grounds many times before.”


  “Just the same,” said the stocky man, “the name Burgd mentioned may have gotten mixed around in transit.”


  “Possible—but not likely,” asserted the gloomy man. “Burgd is as devious as they come; you know that. He makes a point of saying something a little different than what he means, and isn’t above talking in circles if he’s strongly against any action.” The Earth Party leader tapped on the table, underlining each word. “Burgd opposes action against Venus, and he was piling up double and triple entendres with every sentence. ‘Do you propose to liquidate the Pro-Earth Party?’ wouldn’t have made any sense at all if it referred to us.


  “No, gentlemen . . . he meant the Exiles!”


  “What involved nonsense!” sputtered the stocky one. “I don’t remember that speech word for word, but I’ll bet you don’t, either. You’ve misquoted it, or given it another context—which is just as bad—and you’ll see for yourself when we play it back. I agree that there was probably some irony involved, but it could only have been opposite to the interpretation you just offered. He was most likely implying that the Cabal would liquidate us, first of all, if Venus were attacked; that’s logical enough. He may be counting on us for later—”


  “Why don’t we stop shouting at each other and turn the radio back on?” the newest member wanted to know. “That meeting must still be in progress. We might easily find out what the Antarctican did mean, if we paid attention.”


  There was another pregnant silence; then the gloomy man said, “The radio isn’t off; it just isn’t receiving. We can’t tap the system the Cabal uses, and our own depends upon about thirty different conditions. When any one of these don’t obtain, we don’t hear a broadcast.”


  “Thirty? How do we ever get anything at all?”


  The gloomy man shrugged. “Mostly, we don’t. We have a transmitter hidden in the Outstation, but it hasn’t been serviced for years—our man up there was purged, and we’ve never been able to get another agent aloft.” He stopped, and looked around the table. “Has anyone anything practical to suggest?”


  The session of the Earth Party broke up in unhappy silence.
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  IN THE VIDEO-SCREEN of Paul Danton’s baby-hopper, Burgd looked tall as he stood up, even in that five-inch frame the plane boasted.


  “If I ask, ‘What do you propose?’ once more, I may irritate someone,” he said. “But in all this talk of technical problems, we have forgotten that warfare, too, is a technique. It has no better place for the inspired amateur than has mathematics or psychology—in short, none—as a man named Hitler learned in the 1940’s.


  “Of course, we have to act upon the premise that the Thomas Screen is uncrackable. All during this century, we have had a Military Team which begins with that same premise. Will Mr. Heath now please look at their report?” His eyebrows lifted in accent as he paused. “Or, to save time, I will summarise it:


  “The Military Team does not know the topography of the planet it has been asked to consider as a battleground; it cannot even make what is known as an educated guess, because the entire surface of Venus is invisible, swathed in dust-clouds miles deep. What must we bomb first of all? We do not know. Is a landing in force necessary? If so, where? We do not know. Just how many Venuspeople are there? How well armed are they? How will they operate against us in that eternal, poisonous duststorm, with which they must be so familiar by now? The Military Team does not know; it has no idea whatsoever. We do not know.


  “No one on Earth knows.”


  On the screen, there was a brief stir of tiny figures. A messenger made his way down the broad aisle toward Marcia Nels’ seat on the high rostrum. She bent her bright head, its plaits gleaming, and the messenger spoke to her. Danton heard a vague muttering in the background. Then the messenger turned and went out.


  Burgd was still standing, his dramatic pause spoiled, but his stance somehow conveying a tense, almost-eager expectancy. Marcia Nels said, “We have here a report on the progress of our counter-espionage project. The first phase will be closed within the hour.”


  Tamara was on her feet at once. “I move we adjourn,” she said clearly, “in favor of the Retaliation Committee.”


  “Second,” said Schwartzkopf, the European representative.


  “Is there any discussion?” The chairwoman’s query was answered with dead silence. Danton watched, amazed. After the complete standstill to which Burgd had argued them—


  But the votes piled up, one by one. There was not a single “Nay”. Danton listened, in growing consternation as the “Ayes” mounted, and gasped when, as the chairwoman called upon the representative from Antarctica, Joachim Burgd voted “Yes”.


  It was as good as a declaration of war . . .


  . . . and Burgd had voted, “Yes.”


  2


  The Invisible Curtain


  THE CALL-INSIGNIA of the video-network appeared on Danton’s screen, and a voice said, “This concludes the Security Council session; we now return you to Hollywood Bay, and the interrupted performance of Kurt List’s opera—” Danton switched off the set with a brittle gesture and sat back in the bucket-seat of the hopper. There was nothing for him to do now but to await the “destination” buzz from the synchro; but there was much to think about.


  The crucial Duplication conference of the Pro-Earth Party cancelled!


  The minute I hit ground, he thought grimly, I’ll file a protest.


  Lord knows how long we’ve fought to have peace-overtures made. We get within smelling-distance of a weapon to back our demands, and—just as Security moves toward open war with Venus—the Party throws the weapon away!


  But his first thoughts were hardly complete before second thoughts arose and pushed them into the background, and Danton knew that he would make no such protest at the moment. True, the Party offered all members the instrument of protest over any decision from Golgi, but . . .


  Let’s see, murmured Danton’s second thoughts, who was the last Dendrite who protested openly? “Was” is the correct tense.


  No—this situation might indicate a sudden shift in the party line, and he knew the correct course to take—the course most likely to insure his survival. Attend the meeting, this mentor urged, and give another demonstration of your total devotion and thorough understanding of the dendrite’s duty, You approve; voice your approval.


  He let himself—nay, forced himself—to remember the case of Dendrite J of . . . he couldn’t remember the plexus . . . who had filed a formal protest not two months before. A serious-minded, intellectually-inclined man, often under suspicion but accepted so long as he used his gifts the “right way. Was he still alive now? Had he fallen sick, or met with an accident, as was the fate of most dendrites who were read out of the party? It didn’t matter; Dendrite J died the night he was turned out, died there before his fellow dendrites, repenting his errors, bewailing his crimes, calling upon all who witnessed to behold the inevitable end of wrong thinking and to take warning—beware of deviation! He had thanked them for permitting him to speak, to acknowledge his unforgivable acts . . . pleaded for physical execution . . . full justice to a saboteur and a traitor . . .


  Danton shuddered, not so much at the thought of Dendrite J’s crimes, or even his specific punishment, as at the thought of existence outside the Pro-Earth Party. Dendrite J had served the Party in his humiliation; there had been others who had simply deserted. How did they exist now? How could they exist, day to day, cut off from the surety, the security, the comradeship, the inner light of the Party?


  Voice your approval, the inner voice said to Danton, and keep alert. Listen carefully for any sign of deviation or dissent from the others. There are enemies within the organism, some of whom may expose themselves at this time. Attack any symptoms you see, but in a fraternal manner, at first; simply expose errors, for a slight corruption, immediately cured, strengthens all. But note who displays weakness, prepare for later denunciation; overlook nothing; forget nothing . . .


  Golgi is right, as it has inevitably been right in the past, for we have mastered the science of history. Golgi is right . . . even when proved wrong, another thought came; Danton stifled this impulse, but not before the fragment had completed itself: . . . for reasons newly invented to fit the occasion . . .


  I’m tired, he thought. My resistance ebbs when I’m tired. He sighed and tried to relax, breathing deeply. We are not supermen, his thoughts continued, as if he were preparing a speech. We have no illusions of infallibility, as individuals; we are scientists, and we are not afraid, nor ashamed, to admit mistakes when we discover them. We check and question ourselves constantly; our self-criticism is sharper and more penetrating than any outside criticism possibly could be, for we know the correct methods. But the fundamental fact is that we do not make basic errors; so, when we find a miscalculation—a human failing—we know how to correct it simply and straightforwardly.


  He wondered momentarily if a protest might not be his duty. For one thing, Golgi had only the vaguest of reasons to imagine that the almost-legendary Duplication machine ever existed; Danton’s recently-completed mission had been to make a final search, to settle the question.


  If the decision to cancel the Duplication session were only a decision of Golgi, without the initial impetus of the Cortex, then there would be an important difference in this situation. There were times when the loyal dendrite was expected to be critical.


  Consider spaceflight, Danton thought. We were conditioned to it by easy spoonsful, so to speak, until the idea became commonplace. All century, we have been swallowing new miracles of science—our capacity may have been strained. To accept the idea of a machine which can make duplicates of living men may be too much to take in one gulp.


  THE CONTENTS of his stomach sloshed as the hopper stopped and dropped in a single motion. Danton glowered at the synchro. Thanks to the sudden ringing in his ears, he hadn’t heard the “destination” signal; in fact, he remembered now that he had never heard that buzz. More expensive ships had better manners, no doubt.


  The building which housed the local dated from the mid-Twentieth-Century “Cold War”; its camouflage had peeled off long ago, but there was little to see except a concrete dome, set low in the Earth. The hopper was admitted through a port, rusted open, which had once been designed to emit guided missiles with unfriendly intentions. Most of the upper levels of the emplacement were weatherbeaten, choked with the remains of cranes, launching-racks, dollies, and monorail gondolas. The missiles, of course, were gone; Security had salvaged them for their radioactives a century ago. Farther down, there were living-quarters which could still be occupied, in case of witch-hunts—and an arsenal, also empty, which Geiger counters showed to be safe for conferences.


  Names in the Pro-Earth Party were only a neurological jungle, but in the murmuring crowd in the conference hall, Dendrite B was astonished to see a number of familiar faces. Many of them, previously, had been visible only on rare occasions, peeping from the topmost foliage of the Party’s tree or organization, and the cores of its guiding cells. It looked like a shift in the line, all right; Danton started to prepare a speech.


  Some sort of meeting had already started; he sat down quietly on an empty torpedo-rack, and raised an eyebrow at his nearest neighbor. The man held up two fingers, and Danton felt himself blinking. Duplication! Then the conference hadn’t been cancelled, after all—merely transferred to this spot. The radioed warning had been a blind; Golgi had been tracing Danton’s hopper, and had known he would have to land here.


  The adaptable Dendrite B, of the Inguinal Plexus, felt a new surge of confidence in the Party leadership, and his tiredness vanished.


  “This will have to be our last chance,” the speaker on the flaky cement floor was saying. “Our efforts to force peace by political pressure have a longer history than any man here today. The fathers of the party were master politicians, but they never planned that we should stop with political pressure. They preached force. Force and fraud; myth and violence. We repudiate such instruments in our dealings with each other, but we know that we must be prepared to meet our enemies on their own ground.”


  Danton’s eyes swung over toward the far wall, where photographs of the party’s ancestors hung in a long line extending from either side of a huge oil painting of the Cortex. The photographs were often changed, and the replacement of a picture—even a shift in the order of the pictures—was a signal for alert dendrites. Something was due to break, had been due for a long time; within his life as a Party member, Danton had seen certain little minority factions tolerated over a number of years. He had carefully avoided over-complicity with any of them—such had been Dendrite J’s undoing—while still according each the politeness that the current line called for. (Failure to do so could also be fatal, were any of them suddenly to come into prominent favor.)


  One of them is about to be exalted, he thought; the rest will be purged. He realized that this Duplication session might be a trap, a device to crush the faction in favor of it. It was significant, Danton thought, that he, himself—a dendrite who had taken no stand on the subject other than what the party line indicated—had been chosen for the crucial mission of exploration . . .


  DANTON studied the photographs carefully—ah, there was a clue for all who had the intelligence to see and understand. None of the pictures he had seen at the last conference had been removed—none of the olden “traitors” restored and reinstated as new evidence proved them heroes—but there had been a slight shift in the order. That picture immediately following the last Golgi member on the left—it had been two places farther down last time.


  “There is an old saying that it takes two to make an oxymoron,” the speaker continued. “Some of us think that the time for half-measures is over. It’s inarguable that our being a vocal political minority has not done much for our cause; now that Security is actually preparing to make war on the Exiles, we are suspected of targetspotting for them. The Inguinal Plexus is still tolerated by the authorities, but it is now under a microscopic radar watch; that is why we are meeting here, instead.


  “We are ready, now, for the force and violence we have neglected . . .” Danton pondered over the juxtaposed photographs; both were of leaders who favored violent measures, but there was an important ideological difference. . . . Of course. The difference was the type of force used. One was direct, military action; the other proposed a combination of force and fraud, employing a minimum of outward violence.


  “. . . thus it is peculiarly fitting that the plan Golgi has adopted grew out of a myth, and contains sizeable elements of deception. In brief—we need only one vote, here and now, to put the Duplication Plan into effect.”


  There would be a debate, Danton realized, but the pictures showed that the Cortex had already made his decision in favor of Duplication; the opposition apparently did not realize this—or what it meant.


  The speaker’s voice, as flatly oratorical as a country preacher’s, fell back suddenly into the grim colloquialism of a man who means business. “With two or three different Burgds and Heaths and Nels crisscrossing in Security, issuing contradictory orders, making idiotic public statements—the war will fall flat on its face.”


  The words were in the characteristic manner of the Cortex himself. Danton glanced around him again. And that is the last warning to the “opposition”, he thought.


  From the blurred, white facet across from Danton, a voice rang out in the chilly hall. Danton recognized the speaker as an Adrenal dendrite. “I speak for that minority you mentioned,” the voice boomed. “The minority that has advocated force all along, and that you people in Golgi have been stifling in sweetness and light for years . . .”


  Danton prepared his line-of-action again. The party-line change was here, and the purge in the offing. He looked at the speaker and shook his head slightly, feeling a brief surge of pity for the man he recognized as a veteran, one-time hero of the Pro-Earth Party. They let themselves get carried away by spurious idealism and forget the fundamentals, he thought. Haven’t they learned from experience that persistent opposition can only lead to treason?


  “. . . don’t link us with the Duplication plan,” the speaker continued. “That’s a dream. It’s a silver-line stain some Security agent ran off on the grey matter at Golgi.”


  The fool, thought Danton; he’s declared war on the leaders.


  “If you mean to use force, use it. Force against Security means military action. Nothing else will rid us of their tyranny; let’s kick them out! Earth needs a brain-transplantation, not a conjurer’s trick!”


  There was murmuring all around, but considerable applause. Danton felt himself tense as he listened to it. Could this be a double-shift? Was the test of Party loyalty more involved than he had thought? There should have been much more of a demonstration against the speaker.


  Up on the platform, the efferent from Golgi waited calmly for the applause to die out. “Do you think that the Duplication machine is only a myth, then?”


  “Obviously.”


  The efferents and afferents were messengers to and from Golgi; efferents carried messages from the Cortex only, while all messages going back to the Cortex were carried by the afferents. In this instance, the neurological imitation made for solid efficiency and practicality.


  “Dendrite B, of the Inguinal Plexus—will you please make your report?”


  DANTON ducked his head clear of the rack and stood up. He had already made a report to the efferent, who had given him full instructions for his “spontaneous” remarks here. He was astonished to find that his knees were trembling.


  “I’ve seen the machine,” he began. “It’s not—”


  He broke off, as a confused muttering, compounded mostly of amazement and disbelief, was swollen to a roar by the echoing concrete. When it had almost spent itself, he began again.


  “Naturally, I can’t produce photographs of it. I can draw you a map of where it can be found. It’s in Old York—about the last place I thought of looking—in a sealed tunnel of some sort—a railway tunnel by the looks of it. It’s a fair distance under water, but otherwise unguarded. I suppose that Security figured that no guard would protect the secret, once it was out, and the hiding-place is really something to get to. You have to row about a mile from shore, and then locate the right spot among the tops of all those old buildings; this particular one has been sawed off level with the water. There’s an airlock to let you in.”


  “How did you find it, then?” the Adrenal Dendrite asked, sceptically.


  “I went through all the records of the Halasz trial, for clues as to where Jonas Pell’s shop had been. I thought maybe Security might have decided to leave the machine in the most obvious place. When I found out that it was in Old York. I gave up that lead:


  I only came back to it after I’d exhausted all the others.”


  “And you pretend that it’s anything but a mass of rust now?”


  Danton’s knees stopped shaking. The man was making him lose his temper. He realized now that he had been jittery over the anticipation of playing a leading role in the purge that he was sure loomed ahead of him. It would be the first time . . .


  But anger was forcing out all feeling of personal regret over what must be done, and his sense of confidence swelled with it. “Certainly it isn’t,” he said in a firmer voice. “It’s been pickled—‘canned’, I think is the term they used to use. The machine is in perfect condition.


  “Furthermore, it’s surprisingly simple in construction, without any moving parts that I could see. A quick raid could seize it easily; there are no alarms in that tunnel, else I’d have been caught. I suppose there’s a radar watch over the water there, but I beat that by swimming the last two hundred yards. I see no reason why picked men couldn’t do the same, get the machine to the surface, and be delivered by ’copter the moment thy surface—before Security even suspects anything amiss.”


  There was another murmur, but its tone was different. Behind Danton, a man sitting in the rack (he’d shown signs of disapproval of the opposition’s speaker) said, “Good boy—that must have taken guts.” Danton realized suddenly what a desperate venture it had been, and wondered vaguely if he were going to be terrified so long after the event.


  The murmuring continued, with rising excitement. The secret of the Duplication machine had been well-kept. Up to now, Danton thought, the public knows it only as a legend. A man who had been a Security officer was supposed to have been executed for murder because of it. Common information was that the trial seemed to show conclusively that the officer, Halasz, had been mad; and that the alleged inventor, Jonas Pell, had only been a harmless tinkerer; but there had never been any such machine.


  Coming as it did right after the Carbon Bomb Treason scandals, this had proved to be a most fortunate outcome. Public feeling about “scientists” had been ambivalent ever since the fission bomb, and that eternal question, “Why did they do it?”, was burgeoning toward a mass hatred for all technicians. The public still tended to react categorically—a scientist was a scientist—and once they had begun to have murderous signal-responses to the term, the trend might have become irreversible. By 1965, general knowledge of the existence of a machine capable of producing duplicate men would have resulted in mass slaughter, right down to the lowest mechanic. However, when the trial brought forth evidence showing the deceased Pell as merely comical—as all scientists not in the “Frankenstein” tradition were popularly supposed to be—the air became clearer; and the execution of Halasz channeled off the worst of the hatred.


  The violent dendrite was standing now, displaying a black object about the size of a golf ball. Here and there about the hall, other men—most of them recognizable as members of the same minority—were also rising, holding out similar objects, raising them above their heads. The murmuring died out in brief puzzlement.


  “Security,” the minority leader was saying, “has a Duplication plan of its own. You need not steal the machine it has been removed. But we will gladly show you where it is.”


  He dropped the black golf ball to the floor, and a thin, colorless mist began to rise around his feet. Elsewhere in the hall, there were more popping sounds. Danton saw the mist rising from all sections of the room as he looked about.


  “Plague capsules,” he called out. “Don’t breathe, Dendrites!”


  “Too late,” the minority leader said. “You can’t possibly leave this place without getting at least one lungful. Of course, you might stay here if you wish; frankly, I do not know what is in these capsules, but I understand that it is something special.” He smiled suddenly, and winningly. “Those of you who want antidotes will please file quietly upstairs. There are planes waiting for you.”


  He turned, unhurriedly, and walked toward the nearest elevator. The bacterial mist had already reached his shoulders.


  2


  THE MISTS of Venus’ surface, where the Earth Party listened in on such scraps of Security broadcasts as could be picked up, and on the intercom lines of the Venus Government in Exile, were far thicker. Geoffrey Thomas was considering the Underground that existed far above him, at the moment, smiling as he murmured their name, for he was reasonably sure that the Underground’s thoughts were only superficially concerned with the Earth. The communicator on his wrist-watch was open as he listened to the Earth Party’s session, and the person tuned to him could hear his slightest whisper.


  “There’s a bigger question here than Earth, and they know it,” he said. “And its symbol is a certain chair.”


  It was the largest chair on Venus; not a throne, because a throne would not. be fitting for a president, or a director, but certainly a very large chair. “Did I ever tell you,” he said to the unseen listener, “that I was thinking of the struggle between lesser men around me when I had this chair built—the battle to occupy it? I built it large not only to fit my own size, but to dwarf anyone who tried to sit comfortably in it after me.”


  “It’s tighter than a steel corset around you now, Thomas,” came the reply.


  “I can still watch the struggle from it—Warhawk and Conservative circling each other, waiting for the right moment, and this chair of mine looming at the end of their duel.”


  “I should think the edge of your amusement would have become a little turned, by now.”


  Thomas chuckled. “I think of the expedients to which pickled old Venus, this corpse-planet, has driven men; I consider the monumentally worthless cause of the Earth Government-in-Exile; I listen to the homesick Earth Party huddled on the surface—and remember that they all had a certain importance at one time. But after a century, there is nothing but hilarity left in them.


  “You know, I might have been a master chess-player, and I might have been a master criminal. But my gifts always ran to trickery, and the only canvas large enough for me to paint upon has been history; so my role has been painting vast lies upon this canvas—lies colossal enough to make a difference.”


  “Then you ought to know, Thomas, that a man who is capable of making such jokes should be capable of becoming their butt.”


  Thomas heaved a blubbery sigh—the kind he often emitted for the benefit of Lathrop, Mann, Enfield, Taverner, and the score of others who had preceded them. Let his listener think he sighed for his lost youth, for the lean technician who had designed the Thomas screen; she could not see the grin on his face, which grew as he thought of all those bureaucrats, generals, munitions and utilities executives, and other backbone-members of authoritative society—now remembered as the raw material of a great libertarian movement. He, Thomas, knew the truth, the exodus had been a flight of the useless, nothing more.


  He smiled more broadly as he recalled how easy it had been to give them the Thomas screen; all the other technicians among them had been industrial hacks, incapable of such a stroke. Much better suited for the raid they’d made on some city—the name escaped him—for women.


  And they’d all been so appalled to find that Venus wasn’t a tropical, swampy planet . . .


  They’d shown cunning of a sort, but not enough to suspect the reason behind Thomas’ assistance—a reason which still applied, he thought, but didn’t seem so important any more. Normal death had just passed him by for the fourth time, and now high purposes seemed as funny as phony ones. “History makes jokes of both,” he said, “with a little judicious help.”


  “Which you, as an immortal, can give just at the right time,” came the voice.


  YES, HE thought, Death has evaded me; I wondered if I would be able to die when the fourth metastatic cycle closed. The answer turned out to be no.


  “Immortality, Luisa,” he said to the other party on his unit. “That was the second gift of my Venus adventure; I wish you could have been around to watch the first party chieftains jockeying over it’. They started off with a ruling that only the elected Director should have it, and elected me because they didn’t trust anyone else—the secret would be passed on only when I was deposed by impeachement (it was if in the actual wording, of course) and then the race started. A noble-sounding rule, don’t you think?”


  “I’ll bet it seemed noble at the time.”


  And of them all, he thought, “only Taverner and Luisa can stand to look at me. Sooner or later, one of the contenders will succeed me and win the great chair—for high reasons, no doubt. He’ll be dwarfed by the chair, for a time—then the secret will be out, and perhaps we’ll have a new monster. Until then . . .


  Until then, there is Luisa. She was saying, “I have to see you, as soon as possible.”


  “Come ahead,” he replied, and cut off the unit. Thomas wondered if the already-sizeable Lathrop would find the irony of it as telling as he, himself, had. It was too early to be certain, but Lathrop looked like a more than probable winner; if it happened, would the erstwhile Colonel be wise enough to smile when he realized what he’d won?


  Thomas blinked, and muttered, “Gods—I must be getting as senile as they think me. It’s been less than hours, and I’ve already started to forget that I ate poison from one of their hands. Can this be another part of the process?”


  He chuckled; thus far, his fungoid appearance had been attributed to glandular deficiencies, and—sometimes—to libertinism of some loathsome kind. “They’re as incapable of happiness as I am,” he murmured; “they suspect foulness at the very mention of pleasure, and when something that looks like a monstrous disease shows up, they’re sure of it.”


  Well, the facts behind Thomas’ “disease” couldn’t be concealed for many more decades. Even if he wanted to conceal them, he couldn’t much longer.


  None of those who face me now ape weaklings, he thought; they’ll face the facts when they find them—as well as their warped reactions can face events outside of themselves. Meanwhile, they’ll squabble amongst each other, with high-sounding words, trying not to look at me . . .


  . . . Except for Luisa.


  He smiled at the thought that she would be here soon, and felt a momentary glow of sympathy for Lathrop, who had discovered her. He’d spied upon the pair enough to discover that she found a certain continuing contentment with the Colonel, though not quite as Armand Lathrop imagined it. Did she see herself as an Evita Peron? Thomas wondered. In any event, she would not remain merely the Colonel’s mistress much longer.


  But the main question, Thomas thought, is—precisely what is the girl after? She found the way to meeting me on her own, and managed to present me with an enjoyable series of questions from the very start. She has her limitations, of course—but where and what are they? And how long will they remain in her way?


  He thought how she had left him, after that first meeting, (with a few necessary keys and instructions) as his office door opened now, with decorous caution. He looked up, his chins passing over each other damply. She was on cue, as always, and he had grown to like her.


  Like? Perhaps, he thought, it would be better to say that I share interest with her as one colorful individual with another—much more than the routine interest in a tool which needs attention if it is going to continue to be useful. . . . But woe to the man who looks on his woman and sees nothing more than a tool . . .


  SHE CAME in, and Thomas smiled again at her fragile, childlike appearance that cancelled out before the impression could crystallize—erased by something that seemed to emanate from her and alter her appearance into beauty.


  Luisa looked at Geoffrey Thomas, without blinking, and said, “Why do you tell me so much, Thomas?”


  “Because I am tired of laughing alone. You share my amusement at this struggle for immortality—to a certain extent—and I’m curious to see if you will use what you learn from me as I think you will.”


  There was a smile on her face now, a smile that reminded Thomas of the picture of Dorian Gray, as she answered, “And you think that I will make myself a subsidiary prize for the winner, whomever he may be?”


  “To ask the question is to answer it, my dear.” If she doesn’t know the real joke, he thought . . . but then who but I, myself, could?


  She shrugged the conversation off and held up a yellow call-sheet. “I have something peculiar here. Perhaps you ought to look at it.”


  “Can’t bend that far. Read it off to me, Luisa.”


  A ringlet of her dark hair tumbled forward as she bent her head, and Thomas wondered if she had yearned for years to be in a position where her hair could have such a meticulously-casual appearance. “It’s from one of the polar weather stations,” she said; “it came in visually, and I just took some shorthand notes. The staff there wants you to know that one of their tornado rockets is out of control. I have the number here if you need it.”


  Thomas frowned. The tornado rockets had to be sent up constantly, in order to take readings on that hysterical jest known as “weather” on the surface of the planet. Venus’ “day” was twenty-three Earth-days long, so that the temperature-range between the day and the night sides was always enormous. Protecting the ventilators and other surface installations was an everlasting problem.


  At first, Thomas had been inclined to veto the use of rockets entirely, but it soon became evident that Venusian civilization could not survive without them; after that, it became only a matter of time before the inevitable happened. Well, if it had happened now, then it had been a long time . . . and perhaps long enough.


  “Don’t see why I should need the number,” he said. “They’re forever loading me up with useless information. Is something really wild going on, on the surface? Has their rocket blown up a surface-eye, or the like?”


  The girl shook her head. “No . . . no storms of any importance. The rocket just ran off, that’s all, and made for the sky at top speed. They say it’s three hundred thousand miles out now, and Outstation reports that it’s still going strong.”


  So here it is, Thomas thought. Luisa doesn’t bring me useless information; I should have known. “It’s a number four series rocket, then,” he said. “Fission-powered. You’re sure about that distance?”


  Her grey eyes met his, and the soft, Oriental mouth curved into Luisa’s only smile—her only genuine one. It was a rather chilling smile, Thomas thought, and not one she would show a man who might be useful to her.


  “I thought you’d be interested,” she said. “I made them repeat the mileage. They gave it to me in lunars, first. They want to know if they should send out after it and fetch it back, since that region seems to be safe now; or whether they should just let it go until it explodes, to see how far the screen has expanded.”


  “Any change in the series four design lately?”


  “No; basically, they’re just like the isomer plotters. They send them up for tornado flight, I understand.”


  He looked at her a moment or two. “You’ve been studying quite a bit recently, eh?”


  She shook her head; “I got enough information to be able to make a thorough report.”


  His tiny eyes sent pinpoints of light at her. “Do you think they’ll get their explosion, Luisa?”


  The two of them looked at each other with complete understanding. “Not up there,” she replied. “How long do you suppose the screen has been down?”


  Thomas sniffed. “I couldn’t say. Theoretically, it was to have lasted indefinitely—it needed no power-supply once it was established. It certainly couldn’t have expanded, not by an inch. If that rocket got by it, the screen’s gone. Entirely gone.”


  HIS VOICE died. Talking was an effort, and he saw no point in telling any more, now. It would have been convenient to have allowed the screen the ability to expand, but that would have made the future too flexible for the kind of manipulation he wanted. What Luisa already knew was important enough.


  “So . . . the crisis arrives, eh, my dear,” he said, after a short silence. “You’ve seen me back the weaker fraction in every little climax during the past few years; you’ve noticed how I kept an uneasy balance, and you’ve tried to uncover a long-term reason; now you’ve guessed that this is the event I have been anticipating.”


  “And you are prepared for it?” she asked with an artlessness Thomas found admirable.


  He wondered if she had uncovered Lathrop’s close-held secret of the whereabouts of the Earth Party; wondered if she—or anyone else who had lived under the screen for less than fifty years—could guess how crucial a thing its disappearance could be; wondered if she had told Lathrop some details that Thomas himself would have found important. The colonel was a man, he thought, who might at times be misled best by simple straightforwardness, and Luisa could have passed on numerous crucial details in her innocent-seeming way. He’d given her enough material . . .


  “That would be telling,” he replied. “We can’t hope to hide this, can we, Luisa?”


  She let a mask of sincere concern fall over her face. It was automatic, of course, but Thomas appreciated the gesture, knowing that she knew he saw through it. “No,” she said, “it will spread from the switchboards; there’s no way to censor them all at once, You’d best release it from here, if you want any control over who hears it first.”


  “Clever little piece,” he approved. “All right; then shall we play it for drama? Let’s tell the Conservatives; they’ll produce the most consternation.”


  She smiled again, the way she smiled only with him, Thomas thought, and mocked at his thought. “You’re the boss.” The door closed behind her with the same politeness.


  Thomas turned on his unit to hear tiny voices vibrating in his skull. Luisa’s first:


  “Hello, Armand? Hold it a moment. News for you.”


  “Where are you calling from?” came the Colonel’s voice. It was as if tiny figures moved through Thomas’ brain, a private stage where he controlled every motion. “I told you never to use this combination except in an emergency—”


  “Shut up, Armand. You’ve never even heard the word ‘emergency’ until now; take my word for it. Hold it.”


  “Luisa?” came another, sharper voice. “What’s up?”


  “Luisa,” sputtered Lathrop—“for God’s sake; you haven’t got Mann on this line—”


  There was a tiny click before Luisa answered, and Thomas wondered if she knew that Taverner was now also in her audience; there might be time to be sure.


  “Be quiet, both of you, and listen. The screen’s down.”


  Thomas giggled soundlessly.


  3


  PAUL DANTON stared despondently out at the blue skies over Success Deep, the fair blue skies that would soon be fouled, not by the random bombs he had known, but total destruction. Venus would raid in force, now; he was sure of it. And Earth’s only hope for peace, the Pro-Earth party was as good as crushed . . .


  Jets on full, the planes shot over the bay without stopping: it was ten minutes at top speed before they began to circle. Below, a runaway had been cleared in the dense upstate forest, and a white building with a green cross on its roof squatted across the concrete. One of the two arms of the runway was empty; on the other, another group of planes were waiting.


  “Decontamination,” the violent dendrite explained, smiling lazily.


  The plane swooped and the runway rose to meet them. A moment later, the flight was over and the white building loomed nearby. Danton started to get up.


  “No you don’t. Wait.”


  The door of the building, Danton noticed suddenly, was circular. After a short while, it began to rotate, and then moved toward them, pushed out toward the plane on the end of a long lucite tube. There was a buzz from the plane’s control board; the violent dendrite pulled back the port and stepped into the tube, whose entrance had irised out and sealed itself firmly to the hull.


  “All right; come on.”


  Danton and the pilot got out; the tube sealed itself again. Men in rubber suits and lucite helmets trundled the plane to a nearby shed; the next plane blew its jets gently and rolled up.


  “What about the hideout?” Danton asked suddenly. “If some of the plague germs—”


  “Don’t worry. Within ten minutes after we left, that area was completely seared. I’m afraid your friends will have to find a new hideout. Perhaps they can sue.”


  Danton took a good look at the other, seeing him now as Security Agent, rather than minority-faction leader. He was Danton’s height, but seemed shorter, somewhat leathery; he could have passed for a Maine farmer; there was an upper New England twang in his speech. “You’re quite a comic,” Danton said. Somehow, now that the man had revealed himself, he didn’t feel quite the complete hostility; an enemy, a spy was one thing—but none of this category was quite as loathsome as an heretical dendrite who professed loyalty to the Party.


  The agent shrugged and entered the bare chamber first, then began to strip, motioning Danton and the pilot to follow suit; they bundled his and their clothing into a small pressure lock. Danton momentarily felt glad that he never carried his wallet while on Party business—then realized that he’d probably never see it again, anyhow.


  More of the captives were filling in now, together with their captors. The tube remained extended; as Danton crossed the threshold, there was a flash of unbearable actinic light, and a sharp report. The whole room glared with germicidal violet radiance; it exploded again and again as the rest of the men filed through.


  IN THE NEXT chamber a white-coated technician, and two assistants, took charge, lining the men up. The agent came and stood at the front of the line, but the technician grinned unreassuringly, and slipped the tip of a 10 cc syringe into a rubber-hooded vial.


  “Not this time, Captain Small,” he said. “Which one is Paul Danton? Orders are to shoot him first.”


  The agent shrugged and stepped aside. “What was in the capsules?”


  “A new mutation. A strep, cytolitic; incubation period about two hours. Chews hell out of the lungs.”


  Small turned as grey as blotting paper.


  “Plenty of time,” said the technician. He strapped Danton’s upper arm with a rubber tube. “Clench your fist,” he said boredly, and slid the needle into the big vein crossing the patient’s elbow-joint. Danton could not repress a sigh of relief as he watched the plunger go home.


  “Next,” called the technie, pitching the needle into a bowl of disinfectant and fitting another one. Danton walked away down the corridor, pressing an alcohol-soaked patch over the puncture. Another large chamber awaited him; it was warm, slightly above bodyheat, which was a relief. He’d begun to get goose-pimples. He sat down on one of the long benches with which it was furnished, and looked quizzically at Small as the agent came in, an instant later.


  The man looked different, now—nondescript, cheerful, vaguely blond, with a placid, unthoughtful face. He could just as easily be a retail grocer, or some other kind of petty merchant, Danton thought, as a farmer. That was undoubtedly why he made a good agent. Now that the job was done, he seemed friendly enough.


  “What now?” Danton asked.


  “We sit here until we become unequal again.” He smiled faintly at the expression on Danton’s face. “Ever since we inhaled that stuff, you and I and all the others have been equals; death has a way of making differences in personal qualities rather unimportant.” He tapped his knee thoughtfully. “Then, when we’re fit to associate with the living, they’ll give us new clothes, and we’ll put on our characters with them, and off we go again.”


  Danton digested this for awhile, and wished that these benches were padded. “Can I be told anything else now?”


  “You may ask; I’ll answer what I can.”


  “Well . . . you were in the Party for a long time—longer than I was, as a matter of fact. I saw you at the first congress I attended—you were some sort of official, I think.”


  Small nodded. “Afferent; I took messages back to the Cortex.”


  “Well,” continued Danton, “the only idea I have of your name is what the technie called you; if I’d wanted to find out before then, I wouldn’t have the faintest idea of how to go about it.”


  “And you want to know how I knew your name?” The agent smiled. “Simple; the same way you knew mine; before then, I didn’t know. I was shown your picture a while back, and ordered to bring you in after you’d finished snooping around the Duplication machine. As you guessed, when we struck, I and other members of my faction work for the Security Council. . . . That picture, by the way, was a solidograph—a tridi composite—so you must have tripped off a dozen cameras while you were in the old subway station.”


  So that was the answer! Still—“Then why didn’t I trip some alarms, too, and get picked up on the spot?”


  Small chuckled. “Brother, you had enough alarms tripped for a fireman’s reunion. But if we’d nabbed you then, the Party would have known that we considered you dangerous, and would have deduced that the Duplication machine existed—maybe even in condition to be used against Security. As matters stand now, all that your remaining leadership knows is that we bagged a large number of dendrites in one scoop—including the afferent who would have taken your report on the machine back to the Cortex. We didn’t tip our hand by singling anyone out.”


  “But you did,” Danton answered quietly. “You shot your mouth off about it, you know.”


  “Everybody who heard me is here—and we cut all communication units, and outside wires, before the meeting began. Golgi has no idea when the raid took place, or how much of a meeting there was beforehand.”


  DANTON could think of nothing to say but “Oh”. The hard plank was distinctly uncomfortable, and he noticed—with a touch of satisfaction—that Small, too, was shifting his position now and then.


  “Still, you went to a lot of trouble to bring us in alive,” he said, reflectively. “Yet . . . you admit that you know no way to figure out our names; even under truth-serum we couldn’t give you the names of persons you haven’t caught yet.”


  The agent shrugged. “I said I didn’t know your name—not that I couldn’t have found it out. Golgi knows the name of every dendrite; what Golgi knows, I can discover, too.”


  Danton frowned; this seemed to be a pretty bald attempt at provocation. “I don’t believe you,” he said quietly.


  “You aren’t required to. Did you ever stop to think that, despite the illusion of anonymity, the Meninges usually manage to find any dendrite who has been denounced as a deviationist?”


  The Meninges were the Pro-Earth Party’s secret police, responsible only to the Cortex; Golgi was as vulnerable to them as any Plexus, Vagus, or individual Dendrite.


  The others were beginning to come in and seat themselves, regarding Danton and Small with curiosity and hostility respectively. Danton said, “Anyhow—that’s beside the point. What is going to be done with us?”


  “The rest will be given a rather perfunctory examination, then held incommunicado until the Venus crisis is over. They won’t be harmed, or mistreated. You’re the one that the Council really wants.”


  “But why? I’m not an important figure.”


  Small grinned. “I don’t know,” he said. “After all, I’m only a police officer; Security doesn’t explain its every purpose to me. All I know is that they took the trouble to trace you—you can imagine the time it took the sorters, just comparing your pictures with the record cards. So . . . it follows that they must have some further use for you. Evidently, the Duplication machine is involved.


  “It ought to give you some satisfaction, my friend, to be considered more dangerous than all the rest of the Party put together.”


  One of the other captives, a cyton, broke in from across the benches. “Can you think of any reason for that?” His voice was urgent. “Think, man! You must have some skill, some bit of knowledge, something that puts you in this spot. If you can figure out what it is—”


  Danton shook his head. “I was the first to find the machine, but we all know about that now.” He searched his memory, but nothing in his perfectly-ordinary daily life, or in his career as a rank-and-file Party member, seemed even interesting, let alone dangerous or useful. If only . . .


  One of the attendants stepped into the room with two small piles of clothing. “You and you,” he said, his finger stabbing at Danton and Small, “climb into these. The plane’s hot and ready to go.”


  4


  ABOUT THE only difference noticeable on the surface of Venus, from session to session of the Earth Party, was that the wind seemed to be worse than last time, or not as bad as last time. Inside the Nissen hut, dust was everywhere, and the oxygen masks on all present preserved their unchangeable expression of things recently dead.


  The gloomy man sat at the head of the table, but there was a slight difference in his posture; he wondered if the others were smiling beneath their masks, too. He thought back along the endless succession of years, remembered the voices now gone—particularly the thin voice of his predecessor—and exhaled sharply.


  At last, at last something had happened!


  He did not have to be telepathic to know what was running through the minds of his colleagues; now that the screen was down, and Venus’ long protection against avenging expeditions from Earth down with it, the crisis in the Exiles’ government was no longer something building up. The crisis was here; they could feel it in this very room; they knew that the members of the Cabal would now be fumbling their way to power, each man for himself, and the Earth Party would be free for action.


  The time was now!


  Grey light glinted from the gloomy man’s eyepieces as he turned to glance at the door, which opened to admit the newest member. The newcomer shut the door of the hut hastily against the formaldehyde-laden blast without, as the dust inside the hut swirled and scattered. A coughing sound came from the radio.


  “What’s up?” asked the newcomer. “That’s not Security you have there—not Earth.”


  “We know,” said the stocky man.


  Two more late-arrivals entered, to engage the brief glance of the gloomy man; the masks looked at each other with stoic surmise, as the men sat down at the table to listen. The newest member fidgeted nervously.


  Another cough from the radio, then a voice, saying, “Is anybody missing? I haven’t heard Enfield yet.”


  “I’m here,” came another voice, petulantly. The quality of the sound indicated that it did not originate from the same source as the questioner’s voice; there was more echo behind it. “Why don’t we call a roll and get it over with? Everybody knows why this conference is being held.”


  First Voice: “Stop yapping!”


  The gloomy man smiled more broadly. Yes, it was running true to their expectations.


  “Oh, let him yap, Colonel,” put in a third speaker. “It’s his last chance to sound off over this circuit—he might as well get it out of his system.”


  Enfield: “Don’t give me that. You don’t own the Cabal yet, Mann; and you’re not Director yet, either.”


  The newest member interjected, “I never heard Enfield speak as sharply as that.” Others murmured agreement, falling silent as a fourth voice entered with, “No one owns the Cabal yet. That is why we are having this conference.”


  Lathrop: “Ah yes—conference. Taverner, just what do you imagine you are doing now?”


  Taverner: “A scout is courteous, Colonel; I am waiting.”


  The newest member started halfway out of his seat. “You’ve got the Cabal—the private circuit?” he asked, swallowing. “How the hell—”


  The gloomy man rapped the table with gloved hands. “Time you grew up, and stopped questioning facts, friend.”


  “But,” protested the other, “but they’re all in different spots. There’s no central board for the GC system; how’d you get the combination and tap all the wires at once? It’s incredible!”


  The gloomy man remembered his own novitiate in the Earth Party, and sighed; from across the room, the man at the radio said, without turning, “I assure you that it is very complicated; let it rest at that, and permit us to listen.”


  “Why listen?” a strong voice cut in from the doorway. “Don’t you know what has happened?”


  “We know that the screen is down, and the crisis afoot,” answered the stocky man. “But we want to find out what the Cabal plans, and what Thomas is going to do.”


  “Immediate attack on Earth, of course,” replied the man in the doorway. He came in and seated himself. “Thomas must have killed the screen himself, just to start things popping.”


  The gloomy man said, “If he did, he’ll get his wish.”


  THE RADIO broke in with, “Ready?


  We’ve been ready for years. We already have a sizeable fleet of chemically-powered ships, enough to cripple Earth at the very first blow. We had them prepared for a sally through the screen, but now we can use atomics. We don’t need many bombs, gentlemen; security is centralized, and we need only a few maneuverable spaceships. The V-bombs and the shells will disorganize resistance even before the big ships arrive.”


  Taverner: “Mann is right; this is the first and last chance we will have. How long do you think it will take Earth to discover that the screen is down? We must strike now!”


  Lathrop: “You may be right.”


  Taverner: “Colonel, I know you’re ready. Are you with us? You know what will happen when Security finds out we’re unprotected, at last.”


  There was a brief silence; under the oxygen masks, breathing nearly stopped in the underground’s headquarters, and the gloomy man’s smile was gone.


  Lathrop; “All right; you win. I’ll back it.”


  Mann: “That is all gentlemen. Lathrop—if you’re backing me, then you’re following me—right? Good. You may as well withdraw and prepare, then. I’ll take over this end.”


  Enfield: “Good, bell! Who put you at the head of the Cabal, Mann? Thomas—”


  “—is dead!” Mann’s voice cut in. “And Taverner is with us, as you heard. Sit down, Enfield, wherever you’re standing. This cellular procedure has its disadvantages; if you were present, you’d have been shot off your feet.”


  He paused, and the gloomy man thought that Mann’s voice had the timbre of a hungry man come to table at last, determined to make up for lost time, indigestion or no. It had lost the razor edge they all knew so well; it was thicker.


  “We’ll take a vote,” Mann added.


  The voices stopped abruptly, replaced by a continuous tearing noise, like a buzzsaw chewing its way through a scrapheap.


  The latest arrival observed, “It looks as if we have no monopoly on ingenuity. We found a way to tap the complex; the Cabal knows how to jam it. Got any explanation for that?”


  The gloomy man said, “Shut up,” with no special animus. After a lifetime of frustration, it didn’t seem any more than natural for momentarily-lifted hopes to be thrown down. Now, all was normal again. “I can guess who is doing the jamming,” he continued; “Mann must have been prepared for a long time, although I doubt that he foresaw this particular break. There will be a stampede toward Warhawk policy now.


  “The raid on Earth will be voted through as a simple formality; they’re jamming to keep details secret from any die-hard Moderates and Conservatives.”


  The lenses of his mask surveyed the table, which had quietly filled during the debate among the Cabal members. “I hope you all realize that we are in a bad way. We anticipated a crisis, but who could have guessed that Lathrop would swing his party over to Mann?”


  “I don’t know,” spoke up the stocky man. “Something about that exchange between Lathrop and Taverner didn’t quite ring true. It’s as if they’d agreed on this course beforehand, but decided that it would be better if the Colonel appeared a little hesitant, and Taverner won him over with a special appeal. That speech had all the earmarks of stage-history; we know that Taverner doesn’t go in for that type of play.”


  THE GLOOMY man nodded and shrugged at the same time. This had all the academic interest of a post-mortem, he thought. “However it rings,” he said, “it rang wrong for us, and for our estimate of the situation. We expected the two bigwigs to slug it out . . .”


  “I’m not so sure,” the stocky man broke in. “Granted that the actual situation is worse than any prediction of it, we can still act. We were on the Moderate side, more or less, because we thought that backing the weaker party would make the division greater. We were wrong; Thomas worked the same system, and now he’s a corpse. We don’t have to guess that . . .”


  “Are you opposing me or confirming me?” the gloomy man wanted to know. “That’s the worst of it; what we all thought would be a Kilkenny catfight has turned out to be a Warhawk testimonial dinner.”


  “I’m opposing you,” returned the other. “You’ve overlooked Mann’s utter confidence, his eagerness. His is a one-track mind, and his single arm is: devastate Earth; raid in force. He has no other program; he’s completely unprepared for anything else; and it’s a cinch that he hasn’t anything like full attention on us.


  “So, add it up: with Thomas gone, Enfield is nothing; Mann has Taverner’s and Lathrop’s support, whatever that means. One of those two is obviously playing the other’s game for the moment, but they’re both giving Mann a send-off right now. Conclusion: Mann’s riding the crest, ready to ride out to Earth, and he’s forgotten us completely.”


  The gloomy man nodded slowly, approvingly, as the others could tell by the little gesture he made with his hand. “That might be.” He wouldn’t endorse the stocky man too fully now, he thought, but it was good to see this kind of perception. I’d have figured it out myself in another moment, he thought, and wondered if he would have. No, perhaps not; perhaps this was the time to turn his chair over to a younger man. The thought didn’t worry him; it came as a relief.


  “That might be,” he repeated. “Go on.” He raised his glove to make a sign that was almost a benediction.


  “Our new member,” the stocky one continued, with less urgency in his voice, “has been amazed at the way We contact supposedly-closed parts of the GC system. The rest of us take it as a matter of course; our only possible weapon against the Cabal is the GC system, so it follows that we have had to come to know it intimately. Very well, then; my suggestion is that we use the same GC plan that we have been planning all along. If you agree with my analysis of the situation, then it follows that what has happened won’t interfere with the plan’s effectiveness at all.”


  “You mean sabotage?” inquired the newest member.


  “Precisely.” The stocky man looked at the head of the table; then, when the gloomy man nodded, he continued. “Sabotage at local nuclei can be much more serious than sabotage of one big central Installation—the repair problem is much greater. If we were to wipe out the surface observatories and weather stations first of all; isolate the Outstation; and then disable the local switchboards which would report the wreckage—just how much of a spacefleet do you think the Cabal could launch? They couldn’t see the surface of their own planet, let alone the stars.”


  THE DUST in the hut whirled as a final latecomer wedged his way through it. Before the door had swung shut, the gloomy man had opened a drawer in the table; he was on his feet with an astonishingly graceful motion, a heavy machine-pistol bulging in each gloved hand.


  “There is one too many here,” he said with deadly softness, as if he had been waiting through the years to speak this one line, and had run through every possible inflection of it. “Everyone will line up against the far wall immediately, or I shall spray the entire hut.”


  The others at the table were raising their hands, as he added, “I have known, friends—all but one of you—that this would have to happen sooner or later, despite the care with which our masks have been tailored.”


  The newcomer said, gently, “There is no need to go through this; I’m your extra man. Colonel Armand Lathrop, at your service, gentlemen.”


  The gun-muzzles swung and bored at Lathrop’s chest. Had the gloomy man pulled both triggers, the Colonel would have been cut in two before he could fall.


  “Before you shoot,” Lathrop continued, without any trace of nervousness, “you might ask me why I am here.”


  “I know that you didn’t get your nickname, ‘Nerveless’ for nothing; but I’d say it was damned foolishness, nonetheless.”


  “Perhaps,” Lathrop agreed. “Still, I think you ought to know that you have no monopoly on ingenuity, as my friend Eddisson reminded you a few moments ago.”


  “So you have been tapping us,” the gloomy man said. “I am not greatly surprised; that is a risk we have always run.”


  Lathrop straightened out of his slouch against the doorsill, and crossed the floor slowly, approaching the table. If he noticed that he was advancing directly into the line of fire, he gave no sign of it. “I haven’t been tapping your speeches or meetings,” he said contemptuously. “I depend upon Eddisson for that kind of information. I’ve been tapping your brains. Have you ever heard of the mnemonograph?”


  The gloomy man was not the only one to suck in his breath sharply. “Yes,” he said.


  “Then you know what I have on file against you. Not your underground work, but your total subconscious guilts. Each and every one of you has something in his past, and his memory, that he couldn’t endure to have related to his wife, or relatives, or friends, or business associates, or just the general public. Nothing big, but little, childish things which have been buried deep and which—they tell me—form the core of your fears. I’ll admit quite frankly that I am also vulnerable on this score; I took one myself and listened in to make sure that this would be an effective weapon.”


  He paused briefly and drummed his fingers on the table. “I can assure you, gentlemen, that had I not taken pains to do this entirely on my own, it would have been necessary either to murder everyone else who knew, or to blow my brains out. . . . In your case, Eddisson planted the graph in your radio a year ago; your oxygen masks contain the pickup aerials.


  “You may kill me now, if you wish.”


  THE TWO faced each other for a moment, then the gloomy man laid the machine-pistols on the table. “All right, Colonel; I don’t think we dare disbelieve you. You have us; what now?”


  There were sighs throughout the room.


  “I need your help,” Lathrop said, simply.


  “You what?”


  “May I sit down?” the Colonel asked. His agent arose and gave him a chair. Seated, it was impossible to distinguish Lathrop from the others. “You all heard me back Mann on the radio. But I am not a Warhawk, whatever I may have agreed to. I knew, as you did, that the obvious course was for Mann and me to kill each other off, once Thomas was dead—and I had natural, personal objections to that. I also oppose Mann’s premature raid on Earth—as thoroughly as I oppose your party’s desire to turn Venus over to Earthmen.”


  “So?” asked the gloomy man.


  “So I backed Mann, of course. He has sense enough to know that I’m planning something, but he doesn’t know what it might be. My sudden switch—you were right about Taverner and me having rehearsed our little act in advance, by the way—will confuse him long enough to protect my own existence for the time being. He’ll wait to see just what use ha can make of me and my faction.”


  “Were we right about anything else?” inquired the stocky man.


  “Yes . . . you did rather well. You correctly assumed that an intense, one-track mind like Mann’s wouldn’t make for the thoroughness you’d expect from the Army—so Mann doesn’t know much about you from his own sources of information, and I’ve kept my own secrets. Frankly, I expected I’d need you sooner or later.”


  “For Lord’s sake, get to the point!” burst out the stocky man.


  “I’m getting to it,” Lathrop replied, unhurriedly. “And the point is a very simple one: you cannot make your revolt without me. Therefore, if you want the raid on Earth to be stopped, you’ll do it my way.”


  “You mean,” asked the gloomy man in incredulous tones, “that you intend to use the GC plan?”


  “With your permission, gentlemen,” Lathrop declared silkily, “that is precisely what I propose.”


  3


  Tapestry Of Treasons


  THE SKY, this night, was made to order for Mann’s all-out raid on Earth, but, despite the everpresent anxiety, few Earthmen scanned it for dreadful portents. In a suburb, a nondescript little man was thinking, It’s all over; the Pro-Earth Party is shot, and we’re all in the soup. Security agents were everywhere; that was certain. True, he hadn’t heard of any arrests here in Appalachia City, but that gave him no feeling of relief. They’re just waiting, biding their time for another big haul like the one they pulled at Solar Plexus, he thought.


  Well, he’d show them that the little man could take anything they had to dish out. He stepped out of the bar, and squared his shoulders to the cool air. No more of this skulking around like a hunted dog; he’d act as if he hadn’t a worry in the world, that’s what he’d do. Besides, they can skulk better than I can, anyway, he thought.


  Habit made his eyes rove toward the drugstore on the corner, as a heavy-set man emerged and paused at the curb to wait for the traffic-light to change. The heavy one took a package of cigarets out of his pocket, extracted one, and tapped it absently on his thumbnail.


  On the other side, the nondescript little man also glanced at the traffic-light, then started diagonally across the street. The other figure struck a match, cupped it, then made a gesture of annoyance as it went out. He Started to drop the matchstick, then shoved it into his overcoat pocket. The ritual was commonplace, but stiffly unconvincing; anyone could see that the man was far from a good actor.


  It was the old signal, one long since superseded; therefore, the other was either a party wheelhorse or an agent provocateur, thought the little man. Should I ignore him or approach him? What have I to lose, if he’s a provocateur?


  In the end, he knew that habit would_ carry him through; the little man sighed, then stooped to adjust a shoelace. Frowning, the heavy-set one bore down upon him. “Have you a match, friend?” he rumbled; “I’m all out.”


  Without looking up, the nondescript man said, “Me, too; try the bar a block over; gro-op’s all out, too.”


  The heavy-set one murmured his thanks and went on. Five minutes later, after completing several meaningless errands, the little man resigned himself to the indisputable fact that he was going to the rendezvous; he entered the bar, and saw his quarry standing about halfway down.


  He toyed with the thought that perhaps he, himself, was the quarry; but, somehow, he couldn’t quite believe it. The little man took up his stance next to the other, and ordered a beer.


  “Hell of a note,” he muttered guardedly, “when you can’t get matches in the stores.”


  The other shrugged, and ran a finger idly around the base of his glass. “You know how it is when the Deliverer’s Guild has a grievance.”


  “What was it this time? I haven’t had a chance to listen to the news recently.”


  “Oh . . . they’ve had some sort of setback—pretty serious, I’d guess—and they just wanted an issue to tie the membership together again. Some local leader has been making a lot of unwarranted demands—what was his name, now? Danforth—no, I’m thinking of another guild; it was something like Bolton . . . not that it matters. He got sat upon, and stiffly, of course; but the Guild saw a chance to use him, get free publicity, and put on an act about how necessary they are to the working man.” The heavy-set man snorted into his beer. “Meanwhile, the public doesn’t get matches.”


  It was all very stagey, even a little childish, the nondescript man thought—but you couldn’t deny that there was a certain zest to it. Why, this is like the old times, he found himself thinking; he straightened up for the first time in days. “Sounds familiar,” he replied, “but isn’t that a rather dangerous stunt for them to pull in these times?”


  The heavy man shrugged. “Oh . . . they probably have an out already planned. They usually do in the Guilds, you know, and this Paul who handles their publicity is a slick one. I know how these things work, because I was in a Guild myself once, when I was young and didn’t know any better. They’ll cover themselves; you can be sure of that. My guess is that they’ll discover—with just the right amount of surprised shock—that this bird is a traitor to the Guild (after he’s served his purpose, you understand). They’ll backtrack, chastising him as they go—perhaps kick him out.


  “Maybe they wanted to get rid of him in the first place—who knows?”


  “Looks rough for him,” the little man ventured.


  “Deserves it, no doubt.” The other set down his glass, and looked at his watch. “Got to be going,” he said. “Thanks for the match.” He nodded and went out, while the little man ordered another beer.


  This was wonderful. He was kicking himself, but he felt wonderful just the same. The party was going to pull through; he knew it, and he was kicking himself for ever doubting it, even for a moment. History never missed, he told himself; men might lose faith, but History went on, regardless. Here was an issue that would tie them all together—a disciplinary matter which would show their strength, not weakness. He had still another beer, although two was really his limit.


  When he walked out of the bar, the little man realized that he was a trifle high—but nobody could say that his shoulders were sagging. And, blazing through his consciousness like a slogan on a banner, was the order: Get Danton; find Paul Danton; find the traitor!


  2


  THE SMELL of treason,” whispered Geoffrey Thomas, “is a sharp, unforgettable odor that cuts through conspiratorial fog, and breathes new life into the almost-dead. It penetrates through our miles of Venusian fog, through the shell of our detestable planet, into every corner of our under-world paradise, awakening every sleeper.” Thomas of Venus laughed, “How poetic I’m getting.” He shut off the burring voices in his false tooth and squinted benevolently at Luisa.


  “You know,” he said, as he thought back—with a ghost of delight—over his past few years’ effort to penetrate that perfect coldness, “were you other than as you are, this crisis might have come sooner.” The thought came to him swiftly that, as long as Luisa remained in control of herself, he hadn’t wanted to risk it—in fact, perhaps he hadn’t dared. He lingered over the strangeness of this last thought, recalling that he had been reminded of his weakness but shortly before.


  Luisa said nothing.


  “There is one gratifying thing about being an immortal and a monster,” he grunted comfortably. “It enables me to see you as a person, my dear, instead of as a woman. A young man, even a strong young man—and I mean anyone under sixty—sees you as a young woman. What an error, eh?”


  “I couldn’t say,” she returned sweetly.


  Thomas thought, I owe her something for six hours of scarlet agony which had caused me to miss the Directorate meeting—yet, there’s no point in repaying in kind. Part of it was due to his own lethargy. Not that a good deal of the plot might not have come through, even if he’d paid more attention to it—but it needn’t have been so unpleasant. He could have been prepared for the poison.


  Well, after all these lifetimes, I still have much to learn.


  “Ah no . . . you couldn’t say,” Thomas replied. “Doubtless Fafnir didn’t think of himself as a horror—but you wouldn’t know anything about that . . .” he checked himself. “Or would you?”


  Luisa shrugged slightly. “Is it important now?”


  “It might be.” Without basic information, Thomas realized that there was a likelihood of falling into either one of two extremes, with Luisa: overestimating her, or underestimating her. And he could just as easily do both simultaneously, on different levels.


  He sighed again. “You’re lush, Luisa; my memory contains no other image so seductive. Lathrop and the others see no farther than that, do they? Much too young to realize that you are the monster, far more than I. Ah . . . babes in the wood—but I don’t think you’d know what a wood is, either.”


  She said nothing.


  “You’re not even understandable to most mortal men. You can’t want power in itself; this is visible. Perhaps you want love—but no more than they do, I’m sure; and I don’t think you would be able to do more with it, if you had it. You do want prestige of a sort, because you won’t take anybody but the man who rules Venus.”


  “And that man will be immortal.”


  Thomas looked at her, seeing no change in her expression, and smiled. “That’s more like it, eh, Luisa? It’s the fear of death that drives you, isn’t it. So much that all you care about is immortality; you want to know the process, and you mean to get it out of whichever man wins the secret—and you.”


  It might not be the right answer—or, misleading, might be just part of the answer, but Thomas was sure that he had touched the eternal wound. She said nothing.


  Your composure is wasted on me, he thought, wasted now. No matter what part you played tonight, I don’t want to shatter your mask at this moment. When that goes, the game is ended.


  “Of course,” he mused, “I’ll have to die first, before the next man can learn the process. Now, Mann has reported me dead; he has had Taverner poison me, very ingeniously—with your assistance, of course!”


  Her face held that same combined look of youth and innocence as she answered simply, “Of course.”


  “That would have made him top man, wouldn’t it?”


  “Yes,” she replied coldly.


  “Good girl. You haven’t disappointed me yet, although you almost did when you first saw me alive, this evening. Well, then: Mann is on top, and you’ve rejected Lathrop; he’s been outgeneraled. But, you see, already something has gone wrong with Mann’s plot. What if Lathrop were victor, after all?”


  Luisa recrossed her legs, a shrug in her voice. “Then I would have been wrong.”


  Thomas considered the layers of meaning in her remark, deciding it most likely that the girl only looked upon Mann as a temporary victor. “But you’d have taken the Colonel in that case?”


  “Naturally,” she said. “Thomas, you can’t bait me much longer. They’ll soon learn that, for some reason, you didn’t die tonight; but they’ll know you can’t survive this turnover, no matter who wins it. Do you think Lathrop would be any more reluctant to dispose of you than Mann was?”


  He chuckled. “It isn’t a matter of reluctance, and Lathrop knows it. He’d be most likely to pause and think about it, in any event. And I’ve just shown him a reason for abjuring haste in such matters—he seemed to be impressed. Open that door, Luisa.”


  “Not interested.”


  “Open that door.”


  She remained where she was for a moment more; then, smiling slightly, Luisa arose, walked to the door and tugged at it. It was unexpectedly heavy; it had been soundproofed.


  Taverner! The door opened into what had been a closet, the back wall of which was the rock of Venus. He had been crucified against it with railroad spikes.


  BLOND Taverner was a ragged man, now. Scores of inch-wide tabs had been cut into his skin, and the tabs drawn out with pliers into six-inch ribbons. His face had been left in recognizable shape, except for the absent eyes, and—to judge by the noise he was making—tongue.


  “We questioned him,” Thomas said, “and he showed a certain reluctance.”


  Luisa stood still and looked at him, her hand on the doorhandle. She said, “I’m surprised at you, Thomas. You must be near the end of your rope.”


  Thomas’ vast bulk was rippling. “I have my weaknesses.” A mad, gurgling sound came from the closet. “And, crude as it may be, I consider it sound practice to discourage ineffective attempts at assassination. This was largely impromptu—too bad there wasn’t time to have planned it properly.”


  His voice lowered. “If you ever find yourself in a position like mine, Luisa, guard against giving way to sudden passions. For the first time in my career, I have taken swift revenge. How foolish, when you have decades to do it slowly, and time to stop when and if it becomes pointless.”


  She closed the door, went back and sat down. “That might scare Lathrop, but I doubt it. If it does scare him—I can always try myself.”


  “Bless you, my dear. Now, tell me: is it the secret of immortality that you want?”


  She stood up, suddenly, and crossed the room to him. “Yes, you maggot. And I’ll have it. Tomorrow, or the next day—it doesn’t matter. I’ll have it from whomever owns Venus.”


  “Capital,” Thomas whispered, “capital. We’ll grow as old as we can together.”


  In the brief silence, he felt a tinge of real anxiety—so strong an emotion, after all the long decades, that it was almost pleasurable. Is the game not over, after all? he thought. Have I overdone the treatment, tipped it into the ridiculous? Or is there no situation basically intolerable to this girl’s psyche?


  Luisa screamed.


  “That’s right,” Thomas said, “I’m your man. Poison me. Cut my throat. Stab me. Shoot me. Catch me in a fire—that would be easy, eh? But I’ll be here, no matter what you do. I can’t even be drowned. I’ll grow . . . and grow . . . you see?


  “My body cells adapt. The great gift of immortaility is total cancer. I can suffer all the agonies of fire, poison, or injury; but I’ll reform, and keep right on growing. A fission-bomb might finish me, but Mann is ready to ship our whole store out for the attack on Earth. And even if he saved one for me, he’d never use it. Even if he wanted to, you wouldn’t let him, Luisa; that bomb would destroy the secret, too.”


  “Why do you think I was worried when I first saw you tonight, you fool?” she snapped.


  For a moment he looked at her in astonishment, then an expression of near-ecstasy crossed his face. “So that is it. I felt that something was missing in my analysis of your motives; it didn’t seem right, that, with your determination to get the secret, you’d risk my dying and taking it with me.


  “You poisoned me, Luisa, because you had to be sure that I wouldn’t die.”


  “And now, Thomas, I’ll take your word for it that you are immune to poisons,” she said simply.


  “Thank you. It will be something of a relief to eat and drink in peace,” he replied. “Do you know where the secret is, Luisa? I’ll tell you; I’ll tell anybody who really wants to know. It’s hidden in the genes of the last really human body-cell I own, the only one—containing that secret—that will remain unchanged when I am bigger than Eluyres Mountain and brainless as an amoeba.


  “Would you care to dissect for the secret in that one cell, Luisa? And could you read it when you had it, at last? Come now—how badly do you want to live forever?”


  The girl stepped backward slowly, the echoes of her scream fading in her face. It was as if each word pounded her back another inch. She sat down as if all her bones were aching.


  After awhile, Luisa said, “All—right. You win. What do you want?”


  “Ah—that’s uncomplicated. For one thing, you are now really working for me. Matters have come to a pass where I can’t afford to let you continue as a free agent; besides, I can’t have any more of this assassination business—it’s uncomfortable, and it’s apt to make me lose time inconveniently. I’d gladly cooperate and go dead for any of you, if it were possible, because I want to die much more than any of you want my death. But since it’s impossible, I’m in no mood for further experiments to prove the point.


  “Carry on as usual, of course, on the surface—but see to it that I’m informed of any developments.” He paused for a moment, then added: “Now, come here; you know how I hate unnecessary movement.”


  Her eyes were lifeless as Luisa went to him.


  THOMAS faced the thing that had been Taverner. “Still alive, eh?” He motioned to the medic beside him. “I want to talk, and I want an audience. You can still listen and you can answer me ‘yes’, or ‘no’, or something in between. Is the pain still bad?”


  The crucified man bent his head. Thomas nodded, and looked at the medic; the man gave Taverner an injection. “This will deaden it, but leave you conscious; if you cooperate, now, you’ll be given a stiffer dose when I’m through and that will end it—otherwise, I think you’ll be good for a number of hours to come.” He shrugged. “You’re a strong youngster, Taverner; you might even last for a couple of days.”


  Thomas wasn’t smiling now, as the medic’s needle bit into the tortured man’s arm.


  “Why did you defy me, Taverner? Didn’t you know I’d picked you for the final winner? Lathrop, Mann, Enfield—what are they? Any one of them might seize the chair, but you would know how to hold it. You could wait for them to make moves they couldn’t recall, then quietly get control of their organizations, and let them lose by default.


  “I would have overlooked your trying to kill me, Taverner; but you lost your head, and wouldn’t give me information when I was in pain. That was stupid, and unforgivable.”


  The other nodded.


  “Doesn’t hurt so much now, eh?” asked Thomas. “Good enough. Tell me—do you think I’ve hit upon Luisa’s weakness?”


  There was a nod, followed by a side-to-side motion.


  Thomas smiled wanly. “Yes and no; I’m inclined to agree. But she counted on Lathrop’s winning out, didn’t she?” Another nod.


  “Then what I told her to do about Mann is what she would have done anyway—perhaps not the exact thing, but something like it. Ah, you nod again. And what about you, Taverner—did you want to be immortal?”


  A nod, followed by a headshake. Thomas of Venus was silent for a moment, and the smile was gone from his face. “You wanted your mortality extended, but not until you knew how it could be ended . . . until you could be sure you wouldn’t share my fate. . . . Yes, no need to nod your head to that. Is that why you refused to talk—did she tell you that if I didn’t know what kind of poison I’d been given, it might work, after all?”


  Taverner nodded.


  A gasping sound came from the great hulk of the Venusian ruler. “How could you know? How could anyone know? Taverner, Taverner, I flew into a passion because I thought you were just a fool—and I, Thomas, have been the fool. Oh, God, my son—if it were possible, I would give you the secret now, and you’d be whole again.”


  The ragged man shook his head. “You wouldn’t take it?” asked Thomas. “Ah, yes, you heard what I told Luisa; I meant you to hear it. Well . . . most of it was true . . .


  “I’ve always looked on you as a son, Taverner—not only because you remind me of the long past, but . . . well, never matter. . . . Do you see now that Luisa tricked me this time, that she achieved her purpose?”


  The other made no movement. “It was a double purpose. She had heard of former attempts to kill me, but she wanted to be sure . . . that was why she almost broke a little while back when she first saw me and didn’t know I was still alive. And the other part of her purpose was to eliminate you.


  “I know . . . you had plans, and you didn’t need me as I needed you. In fifty years, Taverner, no man has understood me as you did—almost as if we were of one flesh as well as one mind. And . . . she saw that—saw the likelihood that if once you failed me in a crisis, I would be in pain; I would strike out at you blindly, but lethally. . . . I’m as mad as any Czar or Caesar, Taverner, but your end is easy compared to mine.”


  There was silence in the room, and Thomas turned to glance at the white-faced medic. “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered. “Your memory of these words will be expunged, but you won’t be harmed otherwise.” Thomas murmured softly, his words unintelligible, staring into the space ahead of him. At length, he sighed.


  “So . . . Mann is as good as finished. But the balance shifts, now, and another ending begins. Lathrop . . . tell me, Taverner, whom do you pick as winner, now? Mann won’t be done until he’s dead of course—and he isn’t dead yet. Nod your head when I name the one you would pick.”


  Thomas named the others, waiting after each one. At the last name, a nod came from the crucified man. There was another silence in the room, then something very nearly like a sob came from the monstrosity in the great chair. “You know . . . Taverner, you know; you deduced it as surely as I did myself. Why . . . why. The Director lifted a blubbery hand and let it fall.


  3


  EARTH HAD no Thomas screen, thought Joachim Burgd, but this mattered little. Earth had its secret invention. The Duplication machine stood before him, a simple apparatus about which the Antarctican knew nothing, and he stood and regarded it, his chin bristly under his fingers.


  He hadn’t bothered to shave since the crisis had begun, and the feeling was good. The mice were away, so the cat could relax for awhile. Back in Antarctica, natty appearance didn’t count for much; but in diplomatic life, men still wanted formality, still kowtowed to protocol. In these private sessions, though, the men took it easy, although the women still kept up appearances, as meticulously as if the public were watching. They’d be here soon, Burgd thought, although Tamara didn’t have much of a show against Marcia Nels.


  The Duplication machine. What was known about it? Burgd wondered if it had any constructive function. Not that its history wasn’t clear enough. No one who had heard the facts would be likely to forget the dramatic murder of Jonas Pell, the inventor, and the still more dramatic confession of Leo Halasz, then chairman of the UN Educational and Scientific Council. At the trial, Halasz had put on a fantastic show, confessing to thirty crimes he could not possibly have committed to every one of which he was guilty, and setting afloat an armada of rumors—conflicting stories as to what the invention would or would not do; how it worked; where he had hidden it, etc.


  “Burgd?” came Heath’s voice. “Hello. Looking at our little hellraiser?”


  He turned slightly. “Hello, Heath, Is Marcia—ah, here she is now.”


  The Albertan woman moved gracefully but quickly across the floor, giving the machine but the briefest of glances, and sat down at the big, curving desk.


  Heath got out his pipe, “Well, there it is,” he said; “right out of a videoserial script. Complete with a sort of dull-brown, sluggish liquid that’s complicated as all get-out, but can be easily prepared by any organic chemist who knows what he’s doin’. And that, they tell us, will make as many as five copies of a man at a single clip—five copies that’ll live, and in every respect will be that man; only needs an operator and a source of power.”


  “You don’t believe it, eh?” asked the Antarctican.


  “Oh, once I’ve had breakfast I’m ready to believe all sorts of impossibilities—when I’ve seen ’em. Got any idea how it works?”


  “It looks like a large video paybooth,” said Marcia Nels.


  “Yeah, sort of a let-down,” Heath agreed. “Important thing is whether it produces, of course. Lord, what a godsend it would have been to the power-hungry in the old days.”


  Burgd smiled at the thought that they could well afford to be critical of the hungerers after power, since the Security Council had power such as Napoleon never hoped for. “I wonder if there is any use for it that isn’t military at the bottom.”


  “Well,” said Marcia, “suppose someone were killed accidently . . .” and paused as Heath shook his head. “You mean it wouldn’t . . .?”


  “Don’t know all the ins and outs,” the Appalachian declared, “but I got enough information on it to know it wouldn’t be any good for that.” He fumbled with his matches, and Burgd wondered it the grateful citizenry of Appalachia might possibly vote their representative a pipe-lighter. “It isn’t camera, doesn’t make negatives,” Heath went on. “The best you’d get was six duplicate corpses.”


  “Then perhaps we could all have duplicates of ourselves put in cold storage, just in case,” Marcia put in.


  Burgd shook his head. “I can just picture the Earth hollowed out, its entire space filled with duplicates in reserve. No, my dear, I’m afraid this thing before us is good for nothing but making trouble. The late Mr. Halasz was a benefactor of humanity; as I recall, social conscience was little more than a meaningless noise, so far as actual events went, back in the days when Pell built more horribly than he knew.” He nodded to Tamara, as the dumpy Ukrainian woman stepped in, carrying a blocky leather case.


  “This may well be the biggest thing since the icecap was bombed,” Burgd remarked in Russian. “If we can write Venus off, we’ll actually have a peaceful planet, for the first time in history.”


  Tamara shot him a sidewise smile. “You sang a different song in council,” she observed.


  Burgd nodded, reflectively. “There are times when I think there might be more than we admit in what we let the public hear—policy or no policy. How was it that Carillo put it?—carrying war to others is no part of our function. That was the trouble with the old multi-national thinking, ‘Just one more war, and everything will be straightened out.’ It’s always been, ‘Peace tomorrow!’ on this planet, and here we are doing it again.” He glared at the machine. “We’ve come to a pretty pass when we’re driven to using that.”


  “Ends do not modify means,” Tamara said, indifferently. “When attacked, one uses the handiest weapon.”


  A buzzer sounded from the annunciator to Marcia Nels’ left. She snapped the tumbler down.


  “Captain Small, Madame Nels,” came the agent’s voice. “Danton’s arrived.”


  “Good work, Captain. Bring him up right away.”


  The table became quiet, and Burgd wondered if the same thought had struck the others at the same time. Photographs had shown beyond doubt that this Dar ton was the man they needed—yet, sometimes the living reality was disappointing.


  Barring the completely random factors introduced by the way V-bombs picked their targets, Burgd knew that he could predict the future course of the Venusian war with the certainty of an astronomer. But the feelings of the people involved in the critical incidents—now there was material for speculation, if you liked. He thought: I’d give a pretty to be inside this fellow’s mind for the next twenty minutes, say . . .


  DANTON had never seen any of the Council-members in person before, and he was particularly curious to see if Marcia Nels’ world-famous beauty was real, or only a trick of telecasting. When he came in, he surveyed the group at the table intently; but even a casual eye could not have missed the sudden smiles, the relaxing of bodies in chairs.


  “Perfect!” exclaimed the Appalachian.


  Danton heard the voice, and knew the speaker to be Heath; he heard and did not hear. Marcia Nels met his eyes for an instant, and smiled quizzically. Danton had to fight to keep from catching his breath; it had been no trick of telecasting. He looked away, feeling the part of a fool.


  The bitterness washed itself away in mystification. What did he, Danton, have that they could greet with such evident pleasure?


  “Please be seated, Mr. Danton,” Marcia Nels said. “We’d like to ask you some questions, and proffer you some explanations I am sure you have been wanting.”


  “I could use the explanations,” he replied, feeling the stiffness in his throat deforming his words. “But I don’t know anything you don’t know already.”


  “They aren’t that kind of questions. First of all, I’d like you to look at a picture.” She nodded to Tamara, who slid the leather case across the polished surface of the table. The chairwoman extracted from it a life-sized solidograph, a three-dimensional photograph of a man’s head, encased in a block of transparent plastic. “Do you recognize this man?”


  “Of course,” Danton replied with a shrug. “It’s an excellent likeness.” His hand went to his throat. “It—makes me feel decapitated.”


  The blonde Albertan smiled. “Very good. Now . . . what about this one?” Another cube came out of the case.


  “That’s me, too.” Danton leaned forward, frowning suddenly, as a thought struck him. “Wait a moment; that first one—it seems to have a collar with a metal device on it. I don’t remember owning anything like that.”


  He looked from one picture to the other, while the Committee on Retaliation watched him intently. At last, he sat back, his eyes travelling to the Duplication machine. “Am I to understand—”


  “No,” Burgd said. “The machine hasn’t been used upon you without your knowledge; we were told that that was technically impossible.” He nudged the second tube. “You know how we got this compo of you. The other picture is of another man entirely.”


  Danton blinked for an instant, then a faint smile arose inside him and spread to his face. “I begin to see,” he said ruefully. “I’ve been wondering all along just what it was I had that might be valuable to you . . . but I never thought it would turn out to be my good looks.” He felt Marcia Nels’ eyes upon him, but avoided looking at her; it seemed that nothing he could say could escape contributing to what he had felt when he first entered the chamber. “May I ask who this double is?”


  Heath said, “We don’t know his name.” A third cube came out of the case, and Danton began to wonder if it were bottomless. Would it continue to produce heads of Danton endlessly? Two thirds of the head in this third picture were as smooth and blank as the head of a dummy. “And this,” Heath went on, “is all of him we’re sure about. The rest, you see, was built up for us by police physiognomists.”


  “You might call it,” Burgd put in. “a free fantasia on the Bertillion laws.”


  THE ANTARCTICAN was purring again. “We got the original,” he continued, “from a fragment of a Venusian television broadcast last year. Our Screen Team had a small spaceship scouting the planet, trying to place the position of the Thomas Screen and run some tests on it. They failed; but while they were there, they happened to pick up this broadcast and hold it for a minute. This man was speaking at the time.” Burgd inclined his head slightly. “I need not point out to you, Mr. Danton, that history often hangs upon such unpredictable happenings.”


  So I will go down in history as. a great coincidence, Danton thought. . . . Well, that’s better than as a footnote in police reports of the Pro-Earth Party. He looked at the compo again, as the meaning of Heath’s words penetrated, and incredulity blanked out his thoughts. “They got a visicast through that cloud-layer?” Danton asked.


  “Ever hear of the Outstation?” Heath asked in reply. Danton shook his head as the Appalachian filled his pipe. “It’s a small artificial satellite, like the old American one we have. It’s in an orbit around Venus, just above the cloud-layer, but below the screen. They use it for high-altitude weatherobservation, and as a ranging-station for shelling Earth.”


  “I should think their shelling would be more accurate, then,” Danton demurred.


  Heath shook his head. “Outstation’s too small to handle the necessary equipment. If they built it that large, they’d have had to put it outside Roche’s Limit—which would mean putting it outside the screen, where we could blow it up.”


  “All of which,” Burgd put in, “is not germane to your question. The Outstation does house a precipitron, so that when the gales are below normal violence it can keep a column of clear air between itself and the surface. The visicasts come up that column.”


  Danton nodded. “I see. An all-around lucky break.”


  “No,” Marcia Nels corrected him, “not exactly.” She sounded a little nettled, Danton thought. “We often have ships tracking the Outstation. The resemblance, of course, is pure luck.”


  The others nodded, and the Albertan chairwoman went on, “The next item is the current situation on Venus; I think you’ll be interested in that. Among other things, it makes the activities of your party seem rather foolish . . .


  “You’re familiar with the history of the rebellion and flight from Earth. Since then, analysis of the personalities of the people involved has shown us a series of incipient conflicts—unknown perhaps even to the participants, but smouldering all the same. What we know of Thomas shows him to have been a domineering person, fully capable of keeping the rebels integrated into a tight group; but, though we don’t know his age at the time of the flight, we can be sure that he has been dead at least thirty years.”


  “More likely fifty,” Heath said.


  Danton nodded. “In the meantime,” he suggested, “the later generations have come to maturity, and the sins of the fathers are being visited upon the grandchildren.”


  “A shrewd observation,” Burgd commented. “Suppose you tell us what you think the course of further events would be.”


  DANTON shrugged. “I’ll try to think the way I judge you are thinking,” he said slowly. “There is probably a make-peace-with-Earth movement of some kind, possibly outlawed; a middle-of-the-road party, favoring armed independence from Earth, but opposing the random bombardment in favor of some decisive military test; and a majority group who will want to hit Earth as hard and as often as possible, even if there’s no military sense in it.


  “And it seems sensible to guess that the quarrel between the groups is coming to a head around now—otherwise you wouldn’t be so worried about it. The majority group can’t help but win out, but the margin may be narrow; that means compromise with the moderates.”


  The Committee was intently still, but their expressions varied markedly. Danton couldn’t decide how to read Tamara’s broad face, but decided tentatively that the Ukrainian was faintly suspicious. Heath looked surprised, and frankly approving. Marcia Nels was bending upon him that disquieting, quizzical smile which made it impossible to look at her for more than a few seconds—all the more disquieting, because she seemed to be unaware of it. Only Burgd looked as if he were quite detached from the proceedings, or at the most a bit amused by them. He said, “And the results?”


  Danton drummed nervously on the tabletop. “An initial slackening of the bombardment, and an increased effort to make what few blows are struck more telling than they have been, thus far. Over the long haul—within ten years, say—a plan to arm to the teeth, drop the screen, and attack us. I suppose they won’t try to set themselves up as the only legal Earth government, by then; rather, they’ll hope to be so powerful that they can compel you to rescind their present criminal status and accept them as a sovereign planet.”


  “That,” said Burgd, “is almost precisely the picture that the Sociology Team has presented to us.” His tone was not commendatory; he seemed merely to be stating a fact.


  Danton smiled wanly. “All we used was common sense. We didn’t have any psychometric data on the original rebels, nor any experts to analyze them if we had. We just figured that most of the present Venusians couldn’t help but hate Venus—they aren’t adapted to that kind of planet, wouldn’t be for generations to come—so must hate Earth for exiling them. It also seemed reasonable that some of them, youngsters who have never seen the Earth, might not know enough about it to feel very strongly on the issue; there are your moderates. And your actively, romantically homesick people make up the minority.”


  He paused and forced himself to look levelly at Marcia Nels. “And I fail to see why my Party’s activities strike you as so blind. They seem to me to be perfectly sensible in the light of your own conclusions. When this crisis is over on Venus, a full-scale war will be in preparation against Earth. We’ve never claimed that the outraged professional politicians, the brass hats whose profession Security made obsolete, or the rest of that scurvy crew, were the rightful government of Earth: you’ll give us that, I hope.


  “What we have said is that the rebellion is a fait accompli, and that it’s dangerous to treat the descendants of the rebels as refugee criminals resisting extradition. Naturally they hide behind their screen and shoot at you. You track their Outstation; you shoot test Bombs at their screen; generally, you act like an angry cat poised just outside a mousehole. If you’d offered them amnesty and peace, they would have come out; and the trouble would have been over by now. The youngest generation must be very sick of its heritage of hatred. But now you’re going to discover that what you’ve got penned up in that hole is not a mouse, but a snake!”


  “You’re right all the way, Mr. Danton,” Heath growled, striking his pipe against his heel. “Only one hitch; we consider it damn unlikely that they’d accept an amnesty. Look at it this way: if they accepted, it would mean their recognizing Security as the lawful government here. That they won’t do—can’t do. Their whole indoctrination runs counter to it.


  “And this random shelling isn’t the trick of a cornered mouse, not by a damsite. It’s the spitting of a weasel that’d like nothing better than for you to try to reach in and pat it. You’d draw back a bloody stump, and make no mistake about it.”


  “Let’s waste no more time on zoology,” Marcia Nels put in. “The crux of the whole matter, Mr. Danton, is that we have a much simpler way of settling the affair, without bloodshed, and with the ultimate certainty that Venus’ fangs are drawn.” Her smile came back suddenly. “Now you have me doing it. But that’s the way it is.”


  “And my resemblance to this Venusian is involved?” Danton asked, guardedly.


  “Yes,” she said. “We are going to put your Party’s Duplication Plan into effect. You hoped to use the machine to make copies of the Council members, and thus throw Security into confusion, didn’t you? As it stood, that plan was unworkable, but we thought the principle behind it was quite sound.


  SHE INDICATED the first compo, “This man, whoever he is, is a military leader of some kind—from the brief conversation we overheard, it seems possible that he is the military leader. If the crisis on Venus has not happened yet, this will change its complexion entirely. If it has, then we hope to have one of our men in the saddle, in charge of the attack on Earth. One of them is bound to find an opportunity to assassinate this Venusian and assume his role.”


  “You can see the possibilities,” Burgd said.


  Danton pursed his lips. “Yes . . . I see them all right. But what if I refuse?”


  “There lies the catch,” Burgd admitted. “Believe me, Mr. Danton, we are not in the habit of explaining ourselves in such detail to every member of a subversive group whom we capture. We have reason to think that your duplicates may be more amendable than you might be; but if you go along with us, we can be sure there will be no residuum of opposition in their minds—no incipient schism in their motives.”


  “Look,” broke in Heath, “why should you refuse? Here’s your chance to mix into Venusian affairs directly, instead of talking about them from a distance. We’ll drop you and your duplicates by parachute from beyond the screen. You’ll have a free hand—we couldn’t guide or order you afterwards if we wanted you. About the only thing you couldn’t do would be the one thing we most fear—give yourselves up and tell the Exiles the whole story; they’d shoot the bunch of you for safety’s sake. Anything else than that you might do is bound to change the situation for the better, in some way.”


  It was confusing to hear oneself being referred to in the plural. Danton tried to weigh what he had heard, and found it a heavy load. Heath was right, of course—this was a magnificent opportunity for a mere rank-and-file Party member. Like many plain citizens, he supposed, Danton had sometimes thought that he could run either Earth or Venus a lot more sensibly than the people in power were doing it. Now he had the chance. It’s not a very flattering offer, he thought, but—it’s an offer.


  Tamara spoke briefly, and Burgd grinned. “The Representative for Ukrainia wishes to remind you that Revolutionaries are always expendable. I can’t think of anyone else, except possibly Mr. Carillo, who could tell you more about revolutionary movements.”


  Danton grinned back. “I’m not worried about the Party. It has taken care of itself in worse times than these; it’s a democratic centralism. Any member can assume leadership; we’re all equal.”


  The Ukrainian spoke again; Burgd did not translate this time, but her tone was sufficient. Marcia Nels said, rather sharply, “We’ll not further matters by baiting him.”


  “You prefer to dangle the carrot?” Danton asked.


  Unaccountably, she flushed. “Perhaps that is accurate enough.”


  “I appreciate your frankness,” Danton exhaled deeply. “Very well, then; I’m your man.”
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  THOMAS looked up as Luisa came in, then continued dictating. “They had been secure, and they hated that security. Now that the Thomas screen was down, the Venus leaders felt like men released from prison. None of them, save Thomas, could have any idea what Earth might be like, but they yearned for it all the more that they knew it not; and their simple, deadly hatred of its people was not confused with knowledge.


  “Venus had suffered from the deadliest of all sicknesses: conviction of helplessness. Now, power was in the forging.”


  Thomas nodded, and the attendant cut off the recorder and went out. “When one gets tired of playing a game, one can always write a book about it and philosophize. You know, the first history to appear always has a particular value far beyond its objective worth . . . Tell me, is Mann happy?”


  “Like a child with a yardful of new gadgets. . . . You don’t seem amused any more, Thomas.”


  “I’m not. I’m tired of laughter. You know, it is said that when the news came of the sinking of the white ship—bearing the crown prince—came to the court, the king fell fainting from his chair; and from that day, he never smiled again. . . . I thought it a quaint bit of romanticism once . . .”


  She tossed her head impatiently. “Oh, stop your play-acting. You aren’t going to have me executed, and you know it—even if I did connive to ruin Taverner. I didn’t have anything to do with his death; that was all your idea.”


  “Quite right, Luisa. It was all my Idea, mea culpa . . . mea maxima culpa. A pity I haven’t the build for hair-shirts. . . . No, I need you, and you need me even more. Besides, Thomas can learn from experience; after one act of hasty vengeance, he can be patient.”


  “Stop it!” she snapped. “Get to the point, if there is any.”


  “There is no hurry, my dear. I see your end as surely as I see my own, and Thomas is satisfied with yours. . . . Oh yes . . . I called you for something definite, didn’t I? Let me have the information on . . .”


  MANN MADE a final effort to hear the flight officer above the screeching of the loading-trams, and popped his earphones back into place. The officer grinned at him, and he grinned back—a grin so wholesome that it made him feel young again. Never had there been such a gratifying noise as that screeching, nor colors so rawly beautiful as the smoky yellows and reds, the mercury-vapor blues and greens that flickered through the great cavern.


  He could feel that the hollow tumult meant the same to the others as it did to him—release of tensions which had been part of their cultural pattern, and that of the generation before them—the fact of action against the Earth.


  It’s as if, at long last, I’ve been born, he thought; now I draw my first breath of air.


  He watched the new power in the forging, and heard the men who forged it yell over its din, rather than accept the help of earphones. We are the Power, he thought; our voices conquer it; we shall shout down the Earth!


  “Should be done in half an hour,” the officer said. “Marshal Lathrop really had this organized. Have you ridden a rocket before?”


  “No, but I’ll get used to it.” Marshal Lathrop, eh? Well, let the old boy have his promotion; might be enough to keep him in line. “There she goes!”


  There was a long, steady rumble in the rock, growing louder and rising in pitch at the same time. Then it diminished overhead, an ear-splitting shriek—a V-bomb, rocketing up its shaft toward the sky . . .


  Mann listened with an ecstasy of concentration. When the sound had died, he said, “What word from the geologists?”


  “Nothing to worry about. There may be a minor collapse in the hydroponic caves, but it won’t be anything to cripple production seriously. The exit-bores are all perfectly sound—they say that vulcanism has been extinct oh Venus for so long that all the major fault-lines stablilized ages before we got here.”


  Mann nodded and took off the earphones once more, his lungs still drinking deep. In a smooth stream, the great torpedoes passed along the tunnel beneath the ledge on which he stood, toward the launching-sites picked out for them; the loadingtrams screamed on their rails. Each shell bore the stripe which told what was penned in its warhead—red for high explosive; orange for incendiaries; yellow for gas; green for pestilence. The white stripe of the fission-bomb was absent; there were only a few of these, and they had been saved for the spaceships—to fire them at random would have been wasteful.


  The phones buzzed against his skull. Reluctantly he pulled them back into place.


  “General Mann? This is the Outstation. Better get to your shell, sir. We’re a little late, and we’re going to try to fire the vanguard at 2120. Are the V’s leaving? We can’t see them from here.”


  “Yes, they’re being fired now.”


  “As soon as they’re launched, your chemically-fueled fleet should leave. If you want to wait, you can ride one of the fission-powered jobs still—they won’t need to leave for awhile yet. You’ll be more comfortable, too . . .”


  “No. I want to be up front. Any word from Marshal Lathrop?”


  “No sir. We have a ’gram from Director Thomas, however—”


  “Thomas?” Mann shouted.


  “Yes, sir. He says the big ships are nearly ready, and that a ‘sufficient number’ will make the deadline. That’s set to bring them in less than a day after you hit Earth’s atmosphere.”


  “We’d better board,” the flight officer said.


  Mann hesitated for an instant. Thomas! A spasm of anxiety shook him, but he put it aside. The attack was under way; Thomas had escaped, somehow, but he had escaped too late.


  Through the rock, the hammerblows of the torpedoes rang. There were over a thousand of them in flight by the time Mann had swung shut the airlock of his ship behind him. The Venusian dust-clouds whistled and seethed with their passage.


  Earth revolved placidly, awaiting their coming.


  4


  The Brain-Children


  THE TROUBLE Paul Danton thought, was with control; he remembered how they’d stressed that in the Pro-Earth Party from the very beginning, when he first joined the ranks. Control your thoughts; screen out your emotions and be objective. He sat in the dark, violently still, and tugged at the kinks in his thinking, tried to unravel the knots that kept him from orderly thought.


  It wasn’t objective, he kept telling himself, to dwell in daydreams of far-off Venus, where he’d soon be playing the strangest set of multiple-roles in history; it wasn’t objective to keep on remembering blonde Marcia Nels, and the look in her eyes.


  All right, he thought, there’s an objective fact; she attracts me, and apparently I attract her. He repeated the thought several times, as if it were a slogan or a speech to be memorized. And I don’t like it, his thoughts, added; I don’t like it and I don’t want it. It’s unreal and completely romantic.


  He tried to put her away by thinking of former affairs with objective Party members—many of them, looking at it without illusion of glamor, were far more attractive than the Security Chairwoman. She was far less in control than he, Danton, was, he judged. Most likely, she didn’t realize what was going on, as yet; or, at the very best, she was toying with it.


  He looked around the room—comfortable enough, though locked and judiciously bare of window and ventilators. He’d been fed from the Council’s own kitchens and told to get a few hours’ sleep. He glanced at the door, and pictured Marcia Nels standing there, looking at him in that same way as she said, “Nobody knows exactly how great a strain the Duplication-process is, Mr. Danton; there isn’t any danger, but you still should not approach it with your nerves on edge.”


  Danton grinned tightly. Confronting five copies of oneself would be strain enough. He’d managed to get some sleep, finally; he’d bored himself into it with a bound volume of the minutes—there was no clock in the room—and he knew he wouldn’t doze off again.


  He got up, put on the light, washed, and dressed—feeling a sort of eagerness he hadn’t known for years. He felt like a kid on Christmas morning, sure that it was time to get up—but knowing that he mustn’t sneak downstairs and peek at the tree. He picked up the UNESCO minutes, put them back into the bookcase, and pulled down a copy of “Finnegans Wake”.


  Lord, how I hated this in school, he thought. But then, perhaps that was because it was required reading. Besides, this appeared to be the unexpurgated edition.


  There was a discreet knock on the door. Danton called out, “I’m awake.” The door clicked, and an attendant entered, pushing a tray. Behind him in the corridor, clipping the colorcoder which opened the door back into his belt, Danton saw a familiar figure: Captain Small.


  “Hi,” he said. “Are you going to dog me all the way to the end?”


  The agent grinned. “Right to the foot of the scaffold. I’m supposed to know you better than anyone else, you see. Did you find out what you had that was so valuable?”


  Danton nodded. “Yes. But if they haven’t told you, I don’t see why I should.”


  The agent waved negligently. “My curiosity is purely professional; see you later.”


  Danton attacked his meal with unexpected relish. He was still at it when the door clicked again.


  IT WAS BURGD. “Good evening,” said the Antarctican pleasantly, “Sit down—I didn’t mean to interrupt your breakfast. You have a while yet; it is just past midnight. This is only a social call.”


  “I’m gratified,” Danton said, “even if puzzled.”


  “Well, admittedly, we are not old college chums. Still . . . you are an intelligent man—a man of good will, as they used to say in the 1900’s—and you have undertaken a hazardous venture for idealistic reasons.” Burgd coughed slightly. “That is something I rather dislike seeing; it leads so inevitably to emotional shocks. If you were a scoundrel, I would not mind, but . . .”


  Danton hid his increasing bewilderment behind the mechanism of cutting up his steak. Was the man going to try to talk him out of his decision to go?


  “Speaking for myself alone—not for the Council,” Burgd went on, “I do not like the policy to which we are committed; and I like the use of the Duplication machine even less.


  “Tell me—do you remember exactly why it was so easy for the Peace Orders to be enforced—even though only about ten Bombs still remained in the hands of the Squadron when they were issued?”


  Danton blinked, wondering where this would lead. “Why . . . yes, I think so. The earthquakes and storms after the icecap was melted had made resistance nearly impossible. There, was something about the Earth’s angle of precession changing—”


  “You are thinking of Drayson’s Law. What was important was that it did not change; the momentum of the rest of Earth’s mass prevented that. The result was that the energy which had been consumed in swinging that icecap round and round was converted from angular momentum into heat—by the time a quarter of the weight had been bombed off, the rest of the cap melted by itself.”


  Burgd paused. Both men were seeing the same vision: the raging, continent-wide fog; the splitting and groaning of endless frozen waste; the fifty tiny planes struggling frantically through a hell of lightning and slushy hail.


  “But the earthquakes, and so on, only helped,” continued Burgd. “The nations had been on the eve of war—another ‘last war’, of course. That has been every scoundrel’s justification for a new war since the beginning of the twentieth century. The idealists haven’t been any better, and combinations of the two . . . Well, to get back to the subject: There was still enough organization to fight off the International Squadron. Ten obsolete Bombs would not have frightened officials who were not likely to be hit by them, in any case.”


  “What did scare them, then?”


  “Chaos: the ancient bugaboo of the bureaucrat. If the established order of things is destroyed, or badly damaged, your official suffers a break in the buck-passing chain. He has no one on whom he can blame his own errors, and no one on whom he can lay the responsibility for acting in a crisis. If the breakdown is grave enough, he may lose his position—he usually holds some kind of office which depends upon highly-centralized governmental machinery.


  “The national governments were fighting the chaos that came from the earthquakes; that was the danger they feared. They would rather surrender to one enemy than lose to the other . . . and, you see, Security represented Order to them. When the Bomb threat came, they were glad to have an excuse to knuckle under—and pass to us the responsibility for reestablishing order.”


  Danton leaned back, thoughtfully. “Oh—I see. And this is what you are hoping will happen on Venus?”


  “Exactly. In the cosmos of the governmental official, the Duplication machine is ten times the terror that any possible war-weapon, in the usual sense, can be. Even the carbon bomb does not frighten most of them—mainly because no one really has the imagination to picture the entire planet going up in a single blast; and the ones who might be worried are satisfied with the explanations of those experts who say it won’t happen. I daresay if we were to have another inter-national war of Earth, some dumbhead would use the carbon bomb sooner or later, out of sheer scepticism. But the Duplication machine—that hits hard at the part of the universe that is intimate and real to the bureaucrat. It causes organizational chaos—something far worse than fire and riot.”


  DANTON looked at the Antarctican closely, trying to see behind the suave tones; Burgd sounded much the same as he always had, on TV, although his appearance was shabbier. But there was something about the man now, some underlying tone, which Danton had never noticed before—and wondered if he’d ever heard before. He’d always pictured Burgd as the master-player in politics, a professional with the fine instinct and inner enthusiasm of an amateur; tonight, Burgd didn’t seem to be playing a game.


  “Just why are you bothering to tell me all this?” Danton asked.


  Burgd shrugged. “Partly because I like you. I do not know just how far your sympathy with the Exiles may go; but, at least it’s plain that you favor the weaker party—it makes no difference whether on sentiment or principle. I know how you feel; I was a perennial lost-causer myself, before I obtained a position on the Council. I want you to understand, as thoroughly as possible, how much you will be hated for your good intentions by the very people whom you support.”


  “Hardly a new turn in philosophy, Mr. Burgd,” Danton said. “Even if we weren’t told about it when we first joined the Pro-Earth Party, I doubt if any of us didn’t realize it before we’d had more than a few months’ experience.


  “Crucifying saviours, one way or another, was an old practice, long before Christ’s time; and it never falls out of practice.” Danton shrugged. “People who don’t realize that get bitter; realists expect nothing better for themselves but keep their eyes on the objective.”


  “Partly true,” the Antarctican replied. “The trouble with the saviour is that he wants to save you in his own way, rather than in yours.”


  “Well,” sighed Danton, “I’ll be looked upon as the ultimate in military plagues—the latest achievement in biological weapons.” He smiled suddenly. “Your affection for me takes a curiously practical turn, Mr. Burgd. What you have done is to warn me, in the strongest possible terms, not to give the show away when I land on Venus.”


  Burgd rolled a cigar judiciously between his palms and sniffed it. “My reputation for being devious is hardly undeserved,” he admitted. “But my stated reason for the warning is quite sincere, also. There is something else you will need to know, too, eventually: How much do you know about the Immunes?”


  “Immunes?” Danton couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice. “Damned if I see the connection, but—well, they’re the only major pro-survival mutation that came out of all the radioactivity that was kicking around after the icecap was bombed. They’re widely hated, but for no visible reasons. About the only characteristics they all have in common is that they are sterile; they can’t catch diseases, and, as a result, they usually live to a great age. Is that right?”


  “Quite right, so far,” Burgd agreed gravely. “I believe that they are also popularly supposed to be immortal, as well as invulnerable to accident. Neither of these two ideas are right, of course; Immunes can be blown to pieces, and they have to have oxygen—but they can adapt to almost anything else.”


  “But—”


  BURGD HELD up his hand. “You U are going to ask me why I bring the subject up. That I cannot tell you now. You will find a use for what you know about Immunes, sooner or later; and had you been ignorant of the facts, I should have had to tell you. That’s all. As for the Duplication machine, I do not like using it, just as I said. I’m not afraid of the chaos bugaboo; what I hate is the intricate organizational system which makes the bugaboo possible, and I think that the use of the machine tends to perpetuate that system.”


  “Hold on,” Danton protested; “you’ve got to have a pretty intricate governmental system to run a high-technology civilization.”


  Burgd blew a smoke-ring softly. “Ah . . . but the high-technology civilization! Think a moment, my friend. Do you actually believe that we need to run the Earth at its present peak of technology, if our only concern were to keep the people well-clothed, housed, fed, healthy, and so on? Nonsense! We passed that peak around 1910. Medicine, agriculture, education—none of them require a technology as advanced and as energy-expensive as the one we maintain. Even after adding an increment for basic research, you would still have a peak only about half as high as our actual one. There is just one excuse, and one only, for this practice of keeping the technology cranked up against the ceiling, and forcing it higher every year. You know what it is as well as I do.”


  “Warfare,” said Danton.


  “Tsk tsk.” Burgd stood up. “What an ugly word. Let us call it . . . defense.”


  “Against what? Venus? Now who’s being ridiculous?”


  “I am,” Burgd replied easily, “but only because I speak for a ridiculous civilization. Think it over, Mr. Danton—and a good trip to you.”


  As the door closed behind the Councilman, Danton sloshed his coffee dregs morosely. It had been a pretty fair Christmas tree, but somehow, the expected electric train had not been under it. Then he remembered his objectivity and control, and decided that it had been an ideal Christmas tree.


  He could still hear Burgd’s ironic chuckle in the back of his mind when they came for him.
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  THE ROAR of the tubes died abruptly, leaving behind a series of asthmatic coughs from the defective feed-unit. With its oxygen-supply shut off, however, the hot nozzle could do no more than vaporize the dribbling fuel, and the bursts of vapor became steadily weaker and more infrequent. Finally, there was silence.


  “Cripes!” Mann said feelingly. “I’d rather have the noise. Why is it so dead?”


  The pilot shrugged and ran fingers through his hair. “Nothing to make any noise. On Venus, there was always a murmur of transmitted sound from somewhere, no matter how distant. Out here—nothing. . . . Do you hear the sea?”


  “Th® sea?” Mann frowned. “By damn, I do hear a sea-sound of some kind. What’s that?”


  “The passage of the blood in the vessels around your inner ear. On a planet, you may find a place quiet enough to hear that once in your life. We heard it often at the Outstation.”


  “Well, I don’t like it.” Mann listened for a moment. “Damnation! Turn on the radio.” He fidgeted nervously while the tubes warmed. “Why doesn’t it hum?”


  “It’s DC, of course, from the batteries.”


  The speaker whispered, very quietly.


  “Two of the boys talking somewhere,” said the pilot. “They’re nearly out of range. I’ll see if I can raise someone else.” He began to Jiggle a key. Raucous blasts of static cut across the distant, lonely voices.


  “Who’s doing that?” the speaker demanded suddenly.


  Mann smiled and picked up the phone. “This is Mann. Who’s there?”


  “Goode. Stop that dit-da-ditting, will you? Somebody behind me is talking, and my Sparks can’t hear if you do that.”


  “I heard them,” Mann said, “but they were pretty dim. Why? Something up?”


  “Plenty. Hold it, will you, until they finish? I’ll pass it along—that’s how it’s coming, anyway . . . passing along the line.”


  “All right.”


  Mann wanted to pace up and down the narrow deck, but he’d just banged his forehead a moment or two ago, while attempting it. He kept his belt closed, and contented himself with tapping his foot, and picturing the havoc soon to be visited upon Earth. That was better; he licked his lips, while the pilot chewed a pencil and checked calculations matter-of-factly. Mann broke off his own speculations to glare at the pilot; damn these cocksure Outstation men who were so used to space that they could pretend it wasn’t there!


  He’d looked out a few times, at first, to shake his fist at Earth; but the stars in their glory, as the phrase went, made him dizzy, and he hated the emptiness of lights and darknesses—felt a gnawing fear and a doubt that one of these lights could be Earth, could be solid, could be bombed.


  Mann thought, If he loved it, if he got poetic about that hell outside, I’d tell him to shut his damned trap—but I’d respect him. But he ignores it—he’s a machine!


  “Mann!”


  “Yes!” Mann started to jump to his feet, then thought better of it. “Yes, yes!”


  “I’m not sure I have this right,” continued the speaker. “There was a break in the chain somewhere, and some of it got lost; the one behind me says he could barely hear the guy behind him. Anyhow, it seems to come from Grenfell; he started sending as soon as he hit space. Says there’s been some kind of revolt at home.”


  “Lathrop . . .”


  “No, not as far as I can tell. Something calling itself the Earth Party, it sounds like. Anyhow, most of the observatories have been sabotaged, and both the polar weather-stations are out. Grenfell says that his ship was fired blind; Outstation corrected his course for him, but he doesn’t know whether he has enough fuel to pass the no-gravity line. Wait a minute . . . something else coming through.”


  MANN STARED numbly through the plate at the remote star of Earth, forgetting his revulsion for the scene. Earth. Earth party. Sabotage. Then this meant long-laid plans, completely hidden from the cabal. And someone.


  The speaker whispered softly: “. . . ship off . . . on full . . . give them about . . . no . . . we’ve tried, but . . . four days . . . tell Mann when . . .”


  “Hello, Mann?” came the stronger voice. “Goode again. Grenfell’s lost—write him off. They didn’t fire any after him. Outstation got to them somehow, and told them to stop until they could take over the plotting. That leaves five ships on the way, counting us.”


  “Five!” exploded Mann. “There should be sixteen!”


  “That’s the gap in the line. We can’t raise Kolar. Meteor, or backblast, or something like that, I suppose . . . we’ll never know just what.”


  “Maybe his radio is just out of kilter.”


  “Possible, but there’s no sense counting on it. Anyhow, we’ve a couple thousand V’s in flight ahead of us, and 150 men ought to be able to do some damage on Lon Garland.”


  “Didn’t any of the atomics take off?”


  “Not a one. Why, I don’t know—they had plenty of power to compensate for errors.”


  “I’ll call you later.” Mann put the mike down heavily on the board. The pilot looked at him fatalistically. “Tough, chief,” he said. “Too bad we can’t turn back. After those torps hit, they’ll be ready to hang us the moment we put our feet on Earth.”


  Mann nodded glumly. “I hope at least a few of them strike the Council buildings. We’ve got enough bombs between us to clear our landing-areas.”


  He steeled himself to look out once more at the glittering planet, hating it, and remembering how his hatred had grown from the time he had begun to hate living on Venus. He remembered his father’s fanatical hatred of Earth, and his own initial rebellion against the propaganda the elder Mann tried to inculcate. Then, the little incident that had suddenly knocked it all into place, and made him one with his father in vowing vengeance . . . strange; he couldn’t remember what had happened, now. A crucial thing; it must have been crucial to turn his every dream thereafter into a Roman triumph.


  Mann shook his head and his mind turned to the torpedo swarm again; he pictured toppling buildings and a hundred different kinds of death.


  They can’t deprive me of that, he thought.


  He felt tired, suddenly, for something else was coming back to him . . . something of the reasons behind his former rebellion against this destiny.


  Suddenly, he had to turn and look out on the stars, and they didn’t horrify him as before. Why, he thought, this is like almost any war in Earth history. When it ends, no one will win.


  The revolt back home, on Venus—that must have been designed to stop the attack for good. But it had come too late—the V’s, and five of the chemical ships were en route.


  “The fleet was launched, but late—too late . . .”


  “Yeah,” agreed the pilot, “that’s how it goes if your luck’s turned. And nobody wins this war, but we know some who’ll lose.”


  Luck? thought Mann. No, not luck. Earth Party. Earth Party. Who stood to gain by this revolt? Who knew, and had kept the secret for his own purposes? That was the only possible answer.


  Who could gain? They had all lost: Earth, himself, Lathrop, Enfield, the Earth Party itself—


  Mann’s thought-chain broke off and he sat there, stunned.


  He had found a winner.


  Luisa.


  3


  ALL FOUR members of Earth’s Security Executive Committee were present, and Paul Danton flicked his glance from one face to another, getting the feeling that none of them seemed to look forward to this session any more than he did. Marcia Nels was pale and expressionless, her eyes showing that she had slept little; Joachim Burgd gave him a serious nod of greeting, but the Antarctican’s face was preoccupied, and his eyes rested mostly on the machine. Only the Appalachian, Heath, seemed undisturbed—he was talking in his usual bluff manner—mostly with Tamara, who nodded occasionally, but maintained a steady, intense stare at Danton. He felt disquieted under her eyes.


  A technician was present, making a last-minute check on the Duplication machine—and Captain Small was here, too; his manner showed that he knew the whole story, now. Danton looked at him, and felt that there was a bit of anger behind his professional mask, but that it struggled with sympathy.


  Marcia Nels said, “Mr. Danton, you’re still going along with us?” Her voice was strained.


  “Yes,” he replied simply.


  “Thank you,” murmured the Albertan. She picked up one of several glittering objects which lay in the center of the table; it was a soft spun-glass cap, with a sort of pigtail of fire wire, tipped with a jack. The other members, and the Security Agent, donned similar helmets, and plugged the jacks into sockets before them.


  “This machine is not a camera,” the technician explained, at a nod from Marcia Nels. “Basically, it’s an encephalograph: it taps certain kappawave patterns from the brain of its operator, or operators. Precisely which ones, and where they originate, is a secret that died with Jonas Pell; fortunately, we don’t need to know in order to operate or duplicate the machine itself—any more than we have to know the true nature of electricity to make a light-bulb. These patterns seem to be the sums of past memory and present observation which are pertinent to the person to be duplicated. There must be one operator for each duplicate.”


  “Are five duplicates the limit for a single operation?” Heath asked.


  “There’s only five helmets,” the technician said; “we don’t know how many more could also function simultaneously.”


  “What about the molecular structure of the body?” Danton asked, feeling pleased that the question had occurred to him. “No operator could carry all that in his mind.”


  “It isn’t necessary. A complete normal structure is built into the machine; the brain, and nerve-webs, are included. The operator’s knowledge of the subject simply molds the surface appearance, and induces the various reflex and synapse-patterns which make for personality.”


  “Well,” put in Heath, “if that’s the case, then why can’t the subject himself make your encephalograph record? Seems to me that he ought to know more about his makeup than anyone outside.”


  The technician scratched his head. “You sure can ask posers, Mr. Heath. . . . There’s no really accurate answer to that in words. Roughly, though, it’s for the same reason that you can’t call yourself up on the ’visor; the line’s busy.”


  “Now, let me see if I follow you,” Burgd spoke up. “The subject furnishes the actual brain-pattern as well as the internal organ pattern. But so far as the outer appearance goes, Mr. Danton, your mental picture of yourself is foreshortened as to height, idealized as to features, and does not include any more than a vague notion that you have a rear view as well as a front one. We want what you really look like—not what you would like to be, or imagine that you are.” He glanced at the technician. “Is that right.”


  “Good enough.”


  “Let’s get on with it,” Marcia Nels said. “If you’re ready, Mr. Danton, will you please enter the chamber?”


  DANTON NODDED, as his hands went to his clothing. His eyes fell upon the formal dress that Burgd sported—the Antarctican had shaved since their last meeting, as if this were to be a public appearance—and grinned as he stripped, then turned resolutely toward the machine. A moment later, the five were on the other side of him, and an insulated door had closed. He stood tensely, somewhat disappointed that there was nothing to be seen inside the chamber.


  The walls throbbed a deep pulse of tone: Thrummm!


  He felt no sensation whatsoever, and wondered why it was necessary to be inside the machine at all.


  Thrummm! It seemed almost as if his duplicates would be appearing out of the empty air. Of course, this wasn’t the case; the machine didn’t create mater out of energy; all the chemicals which make up the human body were stored in the works.


  Thrummm! That was three. Evidently more information than he imagined must have been lost during the machine’s long hibernation. He must be contributing something to the process, however obscure. Oh yes—his own brain-patterns; of course, no one else could do that.


  Thrummm! Danton waited. Captain Small was in on this, too; he wondered why, wondered what connection the agent had with the Executive Committee. “I’m supposed to know you better than anyone else, you see.” But what did that have to do with it?


  Thrummm! That did it; Danton swallowed hard, feeling a momentary surge of panic. There were now five people out there who thought exactly as he did, would know exactly what he was thinking at any given second—and worse, had all his memories. He braced himself to remember that his guilts were also theirs, and theirs his.


  He stood there, determined not to walk out on a dressing scene, and waited until the technician opened the door. “It’s all right,” the technie said nervously. “You can come out, now; they’re waiting for you.”


  He stepped out of the chamber and walked slowly around to face the others, feeling silence in the air. When he saw their stunned faces, he thought: They’re taking it far worse than I am.


  Then, an instant later, his aplomb vanished.


  Of the five newcomers in the room, not one was a real duplicate of Danton!


  “What the hell!” Heath exploded at the technician. “You must have done something wrong!”


  “There’s nothing to do but close the master-switch and trip and re-set the toggles,” the man pointed out with some asperity. “It’s not my fault if you can’t remember what a man looks like for thirty seconds.”


  “Get out of here!” the Appalachian growled, jerking out his pipe. No one else said anything, as he started to stuff it. Burgd was mopping his brow, visibly straining for his usual control; he looked like a cat who had just missed falling into a bathtub, and had escaped with only a few stray splashes.


  Heath lit his pipe and looked around. “Well,” he said, “somebody’s memory was all right. Maybe we’re only supposed to get one duplicate out of each batch of five.” His eyes were on one of the new men, a fellow who looked to Danton like a possible younger brother; the other members were too busy staring at the group to follow the line of Heath’s glance.


  DANTON and his avatars looked each other over.


  There were two who might be described as excellent resemblances at a party, but neither could really pass as Danton; nor did they greatly resemble each other. The next one in line was the most amazing; in him, Danton’s build and features had become a strange blend of ’visor-star handsomeness, and the kind of ugliness that a woman would call “cute”. He was by far the keenest-looking of the lot, and contrasted sharply with the man next to him—a meek, nondescript fellow who looked as if he had been pressed from worn stampers. The rather callow object of Heath’s scrutiny completed the list.


  “Can we agree that any more than one of these men looks like the Venusian?” Tamara asked. “That seems to be the crucial problem.”


  Burgd pointed. “That one looks more like the Venusian than Danton does himself.”


  Marcia Nels regarded the youngish duplicate Burgd indicated with a rather motherly smile. “Perhaps you’re right. We’d better run them all through the stereoplast comparator just as we did Mr. Danton. I doubt that we are in proper emotional condition to judge very accurately at the moment. What do you think, Mr. Heath?”


  “I’d ask Danton what he thinks.”


  “As far as I can see—” began six men in chorus.


  “Stop!” Marcia Nels cried. “Captain Small, call that technician back. Thank you.” They all waited in silence, and the six Dantons observed each other with mutual disapproval until Small and the other returned. “Doctor,” the Albertan asked, “which of these men would you say was the one you saw go into the machine?”


  “That one,” replied the technie, decisively. The original Danton breathed a sigh of relief, noticing that the five duplicates were seriously startled. That had been the worst moment of his life. They all knew, now, what the original subject contributed: continuity of impression.


  “Now then,” continued the blonde, nodding at the original Danton, “what were you going to say?”


  “That as far as I can see, you have two passable resemblances to the Venusian here.” He pointed out the two dissimilar men who seemed to look most like himself. “And of the two, the one Mr. Burgd pointed out seems to be the better. The others might manage in a bad light, or if the people to be deceived have only seen this Venusian for brief periods, over the ’visor. That allows for a fair amount of usefulness, I would guess. But they certainly wouldn’t fool any personal acquaintance for a second.”


  He looked at the agent, who nodded. “Mr. Danton speaks as an experienced conspirator, Madame Nels; I have to agree with what he says.”


  The annunciator buzzed sharply four times, then twice again. Heath took the pipe out of his mouth and knocked it on the table. “Isn’t that the emergency buzz?” he asked sharply. “As if we hadn’t enough hell already—”


  Marcia Nels touched a button on the table. “Executive Committee,” she said.


  “Madame Nels?” the speaker responded, the voice sharp with alarm.


  “Yes. What now?”


  “Mass bombardment going on, on the day side.”


  “What!” Heath roared. “Day side! Of Earth?”


  “Yes, Mr. Heath. A regular meteorstorm of V’s—with everything in them from plague charges to supersonic HE.”


  “From sunward?”


  “Yes, sir. Struck an hour ago; the reports are just beginning to take enough shape to put them together and find out what’s happened. The bombardment is just churning hell out of the Atlantic at the moment, but it’s still coming. If it keeps up, the American continents will be catching it by sunrise. We’ve put every armed ship that we can muster into the air, but we can’t possibly intercept more than a fraction of those missiles. And there may be more coming. Orders?” Marcia Nels abruptly covered her face with her hands. Burgd snapped, “Don’t waste ships trying to intercept the V’s—it can’t be done. Save the ships to fight off manned craft; there are probably fighting-ships and troop-carriers to come. Go on out along the radient line and get them—pick off any torpedoes you pass, of course.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The intercom cut out. Burgd turned to the Dantons, and lifted an eyebrow. “Tell me, gentlemen, aren’t you just as glad that your party is not in power at this moment?”


  4


  THE CORRIDOR, bored smooth as a gun-barrel through the rock, showed its long neglect plainly. No seal, it seemed, could keep the dust of Venus out. It crept into everything; sifting through the ventilators; swiftly clogging any screen meshed fine enough to block it; whirling in gusts whenever a surface-port was opened; brought in on clothes of Outstation and Weather shifts, and creeping through fissures and past the rims of ports. Even at this depth, it lay along the curving floor nearly three inches deep, and scuffed chokingly under the feet of Geoffrey Thomas and his nurses.


  No one but Thomas had been this deep into the planet since the corridor had been cut; he himself had not been down here in twenty years. Another man, perhaps, might have visited it yearly; but Thomas, knowing what he knew, could wait.


  He knew his man. “Matters go as it has been agreed they shall go,” he dictated to his false tooth. “When some accident diverts their course, events indicate this plainly enough, and there is time to make adjustments.”


  The two nurses, young men, strong and hard of muscle, made no reply. Their faces wore the look of the hypnotised, their expressions soft, helpless, and blind as snails; they seemed weaklings behind the purpose which informed his own flabby, almost-unmanageable bulk, Thomas thought. “I had you hypnotised for your own protection,” he said. “Oh, your loyalty is unquestioned, but you can still be tortured; as it is, you will remember nothing, and no one will subject you to purposeless pain.”


  He closed his eyes, as if to shut out a vision. “I don’t want to hurt anyone again,” he whispered. “You will probably have to die, of course; that psychiatrist has been fool enough to be attracted by Luisa. She wants to know what is in this vault, you see; I do not think she believed my story that the secret of immortality is forged in the one unchanged cell in my body. . . . Well, that psychiatrist will be in for a shock, I’m afraid. You see, his predecessor, who worked with you first, was entirely reliable, and he planted certain triggers. . . . You will die without knowing the event or feeling it; but only if someone tries to question you.”


  Thomas sighed gustily. “Shouldn’t try to talk while I’m walking; bad for my heart.” For a moment, he paused, as if expecting to chuckle. He sighed again. “Olcott—open the door.”


  THE MAN’S fingers moved over the combination; his face remained blank, his eyes distant.


  This is the first time you have done this, Olcott, and you do not know what you do; even under hypnosis, you would not know this combination. You are performing a reflex action, which you would do, asleep or awake, at my command—and at mine only. And when you die, Olcott, even I will not be able to enter the chamber—but by that time, I shan’t need it any more.”


  The tumblers ticked softly, and the two men tugged at the door. Without hypnosis, Thomas knew that they never could have moved it against the air-pressure. “Your strength,” he said, “is as the strength of three—but not, I fear because your hearts are pure; it is tripled when your last reserves are open to command.”


  After a moment, they succeeded in drawing it back a fraction of an inch. With a screaming hiss, the air rushed through the crack, and the door fell open in a blinding swirl of dust.


  Thomas stepped inside, and turned on a tiny hooded lamp at the desk within. “Shut the door and wait outside,” he told them; “you will open again when I knock.”


  But the knock itself, Thomas remembered, would be useless, even from him, without the preceding sentence in his own voice.


  In a moment, he had forgotten them.


  “And here,” Thomas said, “in the body of this desk is concealed the source of the voices I can summon through my false eyetooth, while the other tooth records . . . Why I am saying this now; isn’t it already in the records? . . . Ah yes, I was leading up to something: Venusian civilization has many myths, and one of them is that the communications-system is decentralized, and is nearly a hopeless problem to the trapper.


  “Poor Lathrop has never suspected that, although there is no central switchboard for the system, every switchboard is connected in some way to the master-receiver at this desk; and any one of them can be reached through it. I can raise a party on the other side of the planet, easily; for anyone else, a large-scale cooperation of operators, and a tedious amount of relaying is the only possible way.”


  Thomas set up the controls, and waited. After a while, the false eyetooth hummed, and, in the Director’s skull, a man’s voice—very distant—said: “Here, Geoffrey. How are things?”


  “My time is near, friend. But everything is completed.”


  Another wait; then the voice said: “A few unexpected factors at this end, but nothing major. . . . Must it run the full course with you, Thomas?”


  “I no longer care; I have held it off by pretending this was a game I played; and now it has come to the point where I forget I am pretending. . . . When the time comes, you will find all the records; I carry a microrecorder with me always . . . and speak monologues into it like a cardboard Hamlet.” There was something that almost resembled a gurgle from the massive figure. “This is the punishment for my crimes; when the story is known, Thomas will be pitied. . . . Goodby, friend; I shall not talk to you again. Speech will go next . . .”


  There was a pause, then: “Goodby. Thank you for your assistance.”


  A faint chuckle did come from the Director, as he replied, “I enjoyed it,” and broke the connection.


  For awhile, he sat very still, looking down at the desk-top, proposing questions to himself in the dim, hooded light. It would be a very suitable, dramatic gesture now, to call the two hypnotics standing dumbly outside—call them in, point to the desk, and say, “Destroy that.”


  “No,” he murmured, “not yet.” He knew that his active part in it was over, but Thomas found he still wanted to watch the drama work itself out—and this connection gave him one of his best vantage-points.


  “Besides,” he murmured, “this might also warn me of approaching death, and give me a chance to outwit my last and greatest antagonist: myself. . . . What an illusion. . . . You two, outside, will die without knowing; I shall live forever without knowing. Which of us should salute the other?”


  He sighed and gave the signal. “It would never do to go back to Luisa disfigured by the loss of a tooth,” he said, as he waited for the nurses to pad in and ease him out of the chair. Thomas turned out the light, and pushed the bulkhead to; a second later, there was a muffled throb of pumps drawing air out of the chamber.


  “And now,” he said, “at long last, the stage is set. The rest will be up to History.”


  5


  
Venus In Love


  IT WAS STILL dark when the Security limousine, carrying the six Dantons and Captain Small, plus one guard, emerged into the city; but it was a darkness which held neither sleep nor peace for Earth. The mechanisms which normally guarded Security’s confidential business seemed to have broken down under this weight of the topmost secret of all, Paul Danton thought.


  He, and his avatars, saw that the streets were filled with huge mobs, boiling to and fro, jamming toward open country, or trying to make their way into already-packed underground shelters. He looked up at the windows of the taller buildings, saw them white with distorted faces staring East—watching crazily for the terrible dawn.


  Dawn would bring the city into the rain of bombs. Venus, the unknown, implacable enemy of a century, had emerged from her shield.


  He thought, We could, have prevented this, and found himself wondering if the Pro-Earth Party’s program, in effect, would have really made any difference.


  The driver cut in his siren, but it was only a thin whisper in the din. Waves of people broke around the sides of the car, casting exhausted bodies against it, throwing themselves down in its path; men fought to climb to the roof, hammered at the steel-hard, plastic windows, shouted and pleaded and swore, their voices absurdly thin and distant. The driver, granite-faced, looked at the agent sitting beside him.


  “No,” said Small, “not yet; make the best headway you can.”


  Only one of the six Dantons seemed to be paying any heed to the infernal scene outside: the mildest, most undistinguished of them all occasionally shot it a frightened glance. The others talked in soft, tense voices.


  Danton looked around, trying to remember what he’d imagined his feelings would be, as compared to the actuality. There was no point of resemblance; his five “duplicates” were little more than a large assortment of resemblances.


  “Well,” he said, “you all know everything that I do, but I think you see it differently and feel it differently. You’re not Danton-2, Danton-3, and so on.”


  “No,” spoke up one of the closer resemblances, “you can call me Danton-Burgd. I feel some sort of kinship with Burgd—almost as strong as I share with you, Paul—and it pulls at me, although I don’t like it. I feel as if I can understand Burgd, but I don’t particularly like him; and I definitely don’t like the tie-in.”


  Small whistled shortly. “So that’s it,” he mused. “That’s what each of Us who wore helmets did to you. We made duplicates of Mr. Danton, all right, but what came out was our own ideas of what the subject was like, superimposed upon his shape, and features, and personality.”


  Danton-Burgd nodded. “We all have the same minds, the same content in our brains, as Paul said—there’s only one Paul Danton; I feel like a Danton all right, but that name doesn’t fit me—and the induced differences are so strong in the surface that we can’t depend upon our all having reached the same conclusion. We cannot expect to understand each other, and the similarities will only add to the confusion.”


  “You even talk like Burgd,” Danton-Small said wryly; “let Paul speak first.”


  “Well . . . those induced differences are the starting-point,” Danton began. “The Ukrainian woman apparently viewed my agreeing to Security’s plan as that of an obedient, even subservient citizen. Also . . . er . . . I don’t think her eyesight is too good.”


  “I’d say that your being a member of the Pro-Earth Party contributed as much to her view of your personality as anything else,” put in Captain Small. “Tamara considers rank-and-file members of revolutionary parties as rather meek sheep.”


  “Very likely,” Danton sighed. “The end-result is that our brother here”—he glanced at Danton-Tamara—“is, to put it kindly, a rather ineffectual personality—although basically capable of every physical and mental effort I am myself.”


  DANTON-TAMARA coughed apologetically. “If you please,” he said, “I see no need to go into personality-analysis. I am ready to serve the Party as I have always done; and no matter how you may sneer at it, my part contributes.”


  “No offense meant, brother,” Danton replied, hastily. “After all, a slur at you is a slur at me.” He paused, appalled, at the thought of how he must appear to the Ukrainian—how he must appear? No, how he did appear; here was the living proof.


  “And I,” said Danton-Small, “am how you look to the cops.”


  “You’re no stereotyped revolutionist, though,” said Small. “I studied Paul as carefully as I could, and with an open mind; it was my job to find out as much as I could about what he was really like.” He looked at Paul Danton. “Funny, how I missed a few obvious little details; that technician wasn’t far wrong when he said we couldn’t remember what a guy looked like for five seconds.”


  “You didn’t do so badly,” Danton-Small spoke up. “I feel as if I could play the role of Paul here, and get away with it.”


  “He has the mind of a plotter,” Danton-Burgd said. “I’d guess that Captain Small over-estimated your conspiratorial abilities.”


  Danton turned to Danton-Burgd. “I can see myself better than I ever did before, because of you five. Your mind, now, is much more straightforward than mine; I was that way in the little time Burgd actually saw me and spoke with me. And since he had a bit of success in manipulating me to his wishes, that characteristic is more confirmed in you than in myself; you will always be more susceptible to subtlety than I am.”


  He looked at Danton-Heath for a while, silently. “There’s something about you—you aren’t actually smaller than I am, but you seem that way. I think that physical size must be important to Heath, and that he sees people who are smaller than he is, as smaller than they really are. He must view the Pro-Earth Party as a more-or-less inconsequential nuisance most of the time.”


  “But,” Danton-Heath interposed, “I have a flare for analysis. Heath thought your summation of the situation was quite expert; and he’s so much of an individualist himself he wouldn’t consider that you might just be spouting the party-line. He saw Danton as the originator of the analysis you made, and put you down as a pretty shrewd article, even if unimportant.”


  The handsomest of the sextet spoke now for the first time, a strange quality in his voice. “And I, brothers, am the idea of a woman in love.”


  Paul Danton, and all the others, were silent. The thought had been with him, but now that it had been spoken, given weight and substance, it seemed hard to believe. Formerly, it had been a shapeless thing, an inspiration which beckoned, and led his mind into channels where he could find tangible clues. He knew this was behind his ability to analyse the other duplicates in terms of the five people connected with the duplication-process itself.


  But the thought of what Danton-Nels’ appearance might mean had kept itself submerged.


  Now he could no longer pigeonhole it. Paul Danton rubbed his forehead, remembering the cool, fair beauty of Marcia Nels, surrounded since her youth by men of powerful character and subtle mind—men who ran the Earth.


  “We’re pieces in a chess game,” Danton-Nels said. “We’re not just pawns, perhaps, but we’re many squares away from being a king.”


  Paul Danton started, as the other echoed his own thoughts. Then—there could be a kind of mental kinship, at times. Yes, of course. They were all fragments of Paul Danton; from time to time, his thoughts and feelings would impinge on their basic characteristics—and at such times, understanding was possible.


  He found himself thinking of the confidential accounts about Marcia Nels’ intimacy with Burgd, and with other past officials.


  DANTON-NELS continued: “The differences are very important,” He turned to Danton-Heath. “I suppose that you have been thinking of induced incompetences.”


  “Yes,” Danton-Heath agreed. “There are two of us who ought not to go to Venus. Danton-Burgd, here, is one of them; he was robbed of the conspirator’s temperament, and couldn’t lie with a straight face. At least, under anything more than cursory questioning, he’d give the show away.”


  “You’re right on that,” Danton-Burgd said.


  Tamara’s duplicate said, “I presume that I am the other.” He smiled, wanly. “Yes . . . I suppose I’m a good soldier Schweik. Don’t think for a moment that I want to go; I just agreed because I saw no other acceptable choice. But—you know—I think that if I went, I’d be able to get along. Not that I’d help the cause much, so far as anything heroic goes, but—well, you know there are times when someone like me is just the person who is needed; nothing more nor less.”


  “You see?” Danton-Small said. “He’s not very bright—he thinks he is Paul Danton.”


  “Don’t let me spoil your fun, gents,” cut in the guard brusquely, “but you’re all going, no matter how you figure it.”


  Captain Small chuckled heartily. “Let ’em talk, Lieutenant. It’ll be an education for you, if you listen. You’ve got the reverse side of every person on the Executive Committee here.”


  “Fascinated by your own product, huh?” the guard growled, but the tone of his voice belied his words; he stopped interrupting.


  The sextet shrugged collectively, then looked at each other and smiled. Danton-Tamara said, “We’re like a six-voice composition; every once in a while, we’ll all play the same note together.”


  “But one of us,” Danton-Small said reflectively, “will have to stay behind.”


  “One of us?” asked Danton-Heath. “Two, at least.”


  “I mean one of those who are qualified to go. Naturally, the two misfits should stay. But Marcia Nels will expect one other person to remain.”


  “Why?” asked Danton-Nels.


  “Because she loves you.”


  Danton-Nels shook his head. “Not me; she loves Paul. I’m just her idea of Paul.”


  “Which is why you have to stay,” Danton-Small said.


  “I’m damned if I will!” Danton-Nels shouted. Then, in a calmer voice: “I know that you’re the plotter amongst us, but you have to remember that I can’t help being what I am. Out of all of you, I’m the only one committed to any sacrifice for Venus’ sake. Nels imagined me that way, and she made me so that I can’t operate any other way.” Abruptly, his voice broke, so markedly that the others in the car felt a sense of shame.


  For a moment, there was silence, broken only by the wash of sounds from outside.


  “Of course,” whispered Danton-Heath. “Of course. You’re her idea of a lover, combined with her notions of a super-romantic revolutionary. Accent on the romantic—you’re a Rudolf Rassyndale of Ruritania, if I ever heard of one. You love her, but all the love is concentrated upon the ideal of sacrifice for her sake.” He stopped and looked but the window at the maddened crowd. After a few moments, he added: “Nobody ever had to be a colder Adonis.”


  “Sir . . .” said the driver.


  Captain Small looked out, too. The car had stopped. In the square ahead of them, the crowd massed blackly, clawing. There were no individuals visible—only the mass, dark and homogenous. In the east was a faint glow, and all faces were turned toward it, three-quarters to the car; the swaying mass was stippled with cheeks.


  “Can’t you get through?” Small asked.


  The driver revved the siren. Against the dawn sky, a sudden hair-thin line of fire raced downward. The crowd screamed.


  “Not a chance.”


  Small clenched his teeth. “All right, then; go ahead.”


  THE CAR inched forward, and the margin of the mob sagged away from it, but would not clear. The car nudged it, ground forward again, and was stopped. Its driver looked at Captain Small again.


  “I said, go ahead.”


  A wash of white flame eddied out from the car’s perimeter. Even through the thick plastic, screams were audible. The bodies fell, their legs cut away and dissolved in the scything Bethe fender. The car began to move again.


  “That’s exactly the point,” Danton-Heath said, calmly. “You’re Paul Danton as he would be if he loved her,” he told Danton-Nels. “You’ve got to go back to her. She doesn’t expect it; otherwise, you’d do it without being told. But if you don’t go, she’ll probably spoil the whole action against Venus.”


  Paul Danton, himself, sat up astonishedly. “Why?” he asked.


  “Because she has already realized why all the Dantons are different,” Danton-Small said. “Nels is nobody’s fool, for all her beauty, and she knows now that Danton-Nels is her envisioned lover, and must come back to her. If he doesn’t, she will decide that her explanation of why we are all different is wrong, and act accordingly. That will mess us up.”


  Paul Danton found his brain whirling, lost in the complexity of it. He felt curiously humble. This duplicate, who differed from him only because a Security agent had thought him more devious than he really was, reasoned in a way that was utterly alien to him.


  “Look at it this way,” Danton-Heath said. “I follow the logic, and it’s plain enough. If Marcia Nels has the right answer—as we believe she has—she’ll let the masquerade go through. If she has any reason to suspect she has a wrong answer, she’ll probably do something that will bollix things up.”


  Well, thought Danton, they understand each other, all right; I wish I could see what they’re driving at.


  “That’s just what he said,” Danton-Nels protested. “It doesn’t make any sense the second time. I don’t see why she should expect me to come back now. She might hope I’ll come back to her some day—as I hope I can—but if I didn’t go at all, I should think she’d be disillusioned.”


  Danton-Small shook his head. “Only on the surface, and not for very long.”


  “She knows that you are Paul Danton as she wanted him to be,” added Danton-Heath. “She won’t realize that when she created you, she wasn’t thinking in terms of duplication; she will have forgotten that the induced differences ever puzzled her. No. She expects you back; you’ll have to go.”


  Danton-Nels turned his face away, his jaw-muscles becoming tighter and tighter. “I can’t,” he muttered thickly.


  As if distant, a heavy concussion reached them; the car nearly turned over. “Close,” said Captain Small. “Better make your minds up now.”


  “Now, wait a minute, chief . . .” the driver started.


  “Shut up,” said Small. “I’m in command here.”


  Paul Danton began to feel better.


  “There’s no reason why Danton-Nels has to go back,” he said. He turned to the handsome duplicate. “You are obviously the most competent one to deal with the Venusian crisis, anyhow; you outclass me by miles—you were made that way.


  “Danton-Small has to go, too. So does Danton-Burgd, who looks more like the Venusian than I do—though he’ll need help. Danton-Heath and Danton-Tamara should stay behind. And that leaves me—to go back to Marcia Nels.”


  “I’ll kill you if you do,” Danton-Nels said evenly.


  “I’ll kill you if he doesn’t,” Danton-Small replied abruptly. He turned to his original. “You’re right; I overlooked the crucial factor. Danton-Nels must go to Venus; but you’re obviously the one to return to Marcia Nels. That’s one of the troubles of having an extra-devious mind; obvious things sometimes slip right by you.”


  “What . . .” started Danton.


  His question was drowned out by an explosion, and he felt the floorboard rising to meet him.


  The car overturned, and burst.
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  PAUL DANTON came to with the sound of the Security agent’s voice in his ears. He struck out, struggling. Somebody should survive the raid, get the Party started again . . .


  “Don’t be a sap. I’m on your side. Get up; I’ve slugged the driver.”


  Danton propped his elbows behind him. A ruined building loomed overhead, and the whole world seemed to be in flames.


  “It’s not far to the spacesport now,” continued Small. “I’ve commandeered a truck, and put Nels’ and my own duplicates in it. I’ll have to take them along in a moment. How do you feel?”


  Danton shook his head and staggered to his feet. “All . . . right, evidently.”


  “No . . . sense of something missing . . .? None? I wondered. You see Danton-Heath was killed. Somebody shot him as we climbed out of the wreck . . . why, I can’t imagine.


  “Danton-Burgd was swept away in the crowd, and Tamara’s duplicate is missing, too. I guess he took the chance to run away, and I can’t say I blame him. That leaves only the three of us.”


  Danton paused a moment. No . . . he didn’t feel anything physical, but there was a certain sense of loss. In the little time he’d known the man, he’d had the feeling that somewhere a door had been closed, some possibility locked off from him. He looked at Captain Small, and asked dazedly, “Three?”


  “Burgd ordered me to Venus with the rest of _you; I’m still going. You’ve got to go back to Marcia Nels.”


  “But—but she’ll know . . .”


  “No, she won’t. It came to me, just like it did to my protege; you’ll see why, later. . . . Now, git, before some plague-torpedoes arrive, and we’re all quarantined. Your going back to Nels wasn’t in the plan, but I’m convinced it’s right, all the same. If Burgd wants to argue with me, he’ll have to do it on Venus. . . . All right, what are you waiting for—beat it!”


  Danton nodded, weaving, and ran blindly for the nearby ruin. Things blew up around him. At the edge of his reeling universe, a heavy truck roared away . . .


  In the hallway of the shuddering building, there was enough darkness to make him feel less exposed. He stopped to collect his senses. Captain Small, Small’s duplicate, and Danton-Nels were off for Venus. And he, the original and only authentic Paul Danton, must be on his way to Marcia Nels—to live with Earth’s most powerful woman, and one of its most beautiful . . .


  Not to Venus, where he had lived in his heart for all these years.


  Something from Venus thudded and shook plaster down upon him. Against the far wall, a plastic mirror remained defiantly whole, a shining geometrical figure. From its center, another duplicate Danton—more faithful to the original, an image guaranteed to do only what Paul Danton himself decided to do—stared out at him through the agitated dust. He walked over to it and gazed bitterly at the mindless image.


  “Hello, stranger,” he said.


  He stared further, trying to see something of the handsome Danton-Nels in this figure, but it was no use. He was himself, not Marcia Nels’ image of him.


  It came to him suddenly, as he remembered Danton-Tamara, and the revelation that his missing brother was what Paul Danton looked like to the Ukrainian delegate. Then—Danton-Nels was what Paul Danton looked like to the Albertan chairwoman. No . . . she’d never know the difference!


  History, he knew, had no further use for the original Paul Danton. He was being retired, to live happily ever after with the fairy princess. From here on out, only bad copies of himself could act for him; the original had been awarded a happy ending, far in advance of the end of the play.


  The meaningless image in the mirror looked back at Paul Danton through the thinning dust-cloud.


  History could do this to him: it was implacable. But it could not make him like it.


  6


  The Invaders


  WHEN SHE arrived at his apartment and let herself in, Luisa found Marshal Lathrop smoking a pipe, his hands on the controls of the ’phone. He looked up as she entered, and settled back into the chair.


  “And that,” he said quietly, “settles friend Mann. What schemes for finishing me off are turning in that snakepit you call your mind?”


  She looked at him silently for a moment, realizing that this was not the time for innocence or seduction. “Even a snake needs a mate, Armand,” she replied. “I had my choice, and don’t imagine for a moment that it was otherwise. I wanted you.”


  For an instant, she felt his eyes upon her; then his head went back and his laughter filled the room. She knew she had won. There was a hearty infectiousness about Lathrop’s laugh that made it compelling, but Luisa caught the theatrical undertones of it; it meant nothing. She could use it against others as long as she needed him, and against himself when she didn’t.


  “Did you tell that to Mann, too?” he demanded.


  Luisa knew what he wanted, now. She came easily up to the side of the chair and perched on his arm. “Something like that,” she said quietly. “But even if I said it to every male on Venus, it would still be true when I said it to you—no matter how false it was for them. Just because a woman uses love as a weapon sometimes doesn’t mean she cannot be straight with a particular man.”


  She tilted her face toward him. “Don’t pretend you’ve never done the same thing, Armand—that you haven’t played with women you didn’t love, just because it was convenient for the moment, either for duty, or pleasure, or both.”


  “I haven’t endangered their lives,” he said. “There’s a slight difference.” He got up, and faced her, one hand balled into a fist and thrust against his hip, his legs apart. “Maybe you can get a broken heart—but no one dies of that, despite what the poets may say. When you mix love with politics and murder, that’s something else. I don’t find it amusing to be played with in that game.


  “Mann was after my hide, and I was after his. And the way you were playing it, one of us might well have been killed off sheerly because of your interference on the other’s side.”


  Luisa slid off the chair. “One of you was killed—for just that reason,” she said. “Or just as good as killed, because there’s little likelihood of Mann’s ever coming back. I knew what I was doing.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Well . . . it came out all right. But that was in spite of you, my dear. I got out from under on my own.”


  Luisa shrugged. “Of course. I wouldn’t be interested in a man who couldn’t. That’s why I told both you and Mann what was up at the same time; you’d still have been waiting around, if I hadn’t.”


  She could see that this tack was effective. She hesitated, as if reluctant to continue, then said, “I’ll . . . admit it, Armand. I wasn’t sure about you; I wasn’t sure that you were the strongest, and I had to be certain. I wanted you to be the strongest, but I’m not a foolish young thing; if you had gone under, it would have hurt me, but that thought didn’t stop me.


  “Now I know; now I can give in to my feelings.”


  His hand touched the medals on his jacket, caressed the purple Order of Earth that Thomas had pinned on him, and Lathrop smiled. “All right, Luisa. You can make the game more exciting. And don’t think for a moment that I trust you.” He reached for her, and she submitted to him an instant, hesitated just long enough, then responded. She knew that Thomas was listening, and wished the Director laughed his obscene laugh these days; she wanted to laugh with him.


  “Armand,” she whispered. “I’m still a woman; I . . . can’t stop being a woman . . . no matter how hard I try.”


  He laughed again, and his arms tightened about her. Luisa closed her eyes, and pictured the expression on Thomas’ face.


  “Armand . . . don’t fail me . . .”


  2


  THE THREE of them—Captain Small, Danton-Small, and Danton-Nels—stood in a huddled group, staring at the lava-like ground around them. Venus! Dust swirled about them, and poured by the wind—a wind blowing steadily in one direction with near-storm velocity. Here, on a planet 30,000,000 miles closer to the sun than the world of their birth, they would never see the sun—only a dim, suffused glow, so deeply red after its long struggle through the dust-blanket that it seemed almost purple.


  The grotesquely-enormous head of the Security pilot bulged through the racing clouds, dwarfing the lithe, black-clad body beneath to ridiculous proportions. The egg-like dome which was screwed into the shoulder-socket of his air-suit was an oxygen helmet, but the three invaders had only masks.


  As the pilot spoke, the diaphragm in his suit fluttered his words queerly into chains of uninterrupted sibilants. “I’ve been ordered to leave you sidearms, though you may not need them,” he said. “You’ll find them in your packs, dismantled.”


  The three masked heads nodded mechanically.


  “You’ll find a settlement where there’s breathable air after a while,” the pilot continued. “When you do, don’t forget to jettison the masks you’re wearing. They have no identifying marks on them, but they’re bound to be different from the model in use here.” The huge head turned from side to side, curiously. “So . . . this is the mystery planet! I don’t envy you your job.”


  He raised a gloved hand. “Good luck,” said the hiss and whisper.


  The pilot swung and dissolved instantly into the cochineal fog. A moment later, a spot of seething yellow roared into sight and glided away; the sound faded gradually as the yellow pool mounted in the sky like some elfin light, a will-o’-the-wisp, a meaningless spot of color in the eternal monochrome. Then it was gone.


  The two Dantons, absorbed in conflicting emotions, did not move; Captain Small dropped matter-of-factly to his knees on the fused, glassy ground, and began to unpack the tiny bundle of supplies. The first thing he did was to assemble the guns, two of which he passed to his companions, silently. The motion of accepting the weapons seemed to awaken the pair.


  “Nice party you crashed, Small,” Danton-Nels said. “Do you think somebody really lives here?”


  “It’s a stinking stone golf-ball,” the Security agent agreed, cheerfully. He set the telescoping corner-posts of the portable cabin they’d brought along into position, and pulled them out to full length. “What’s the program?”


  Danton-Small helped him stretch glass-thread “canvas” over the posts. “We couldn’t move a step in this soup without losing our way. If we tried to explore without a center-point, we’d probably meet each other half a dozen times. The idea, as I see it, is to use the compasses, and each of us to set out in a different direction from here until somebody hits a settlement.”


  “Too bad we haven’t any radar equipment,” Small mused.


  “We don’t know whether any part of Venusian civilization sticks up above the ground,” Danton-Nels pointed out. “Who has the compasses?”


  “Here.” Small handed one to him, then a second to his protege. “One for each of us.


  “Umm,” continued Small, “the planet has its own magnetic field; that means we won’t have to bother energizing the tent-poles.” He looked about in bafflement. The mists assumed a hundred elusive, mocking shapes; but he knew them to be illusions, produced by a retina which seized eagerly upon any suggestion of form in the unnatural purple blackness.


  He entered the cabin, carrying his pack with him, and the others followed, stowing away the remaining equipment. The air inside the flimsy structure was quieter and clearer—but little tendrils of dust streamed in from under the walls, and at the roofjoint. The single window sewn into the fabric was like a featureless disc of stained glass.


  Danton-Nels looked at the dreadful uniformity, and muttered, “Is this the raw material of a world, or the corpse of it?”


  “Doesn’t make much difference to us, one way or the other,” answered the Security agent. “All set?” He zipped the flap open again. “Let’s go. . . . Don’t either of you go South—that patch where the ship parked will be radioactive for a week. I’ll go North, I guess.”


  Danton-Nels looked at the other two, and knew that they were all thinking the same thing, assessing their chances of meeting again. There were no words for this parting that wouldn’t have sounded frivolous and stupid. They put the feeling into a brief gesture—half salute and half farewell—and walked away from one another.


  IT WAS VERY soon afterwards that Danton-Nels was alone in the wasteland. There was absolutely no way to measure time or distance. The cabin vanished like a projection upon the flat backdrop of the dust; and after that, the universe was all the same. Except for the movements of his legs, he knew he would have been unable to tell whether he was moving at all.


  The obsidian ground, scoured to a mirror-finish by eternally-racing formaldehyde particles, moved past beneath him, as directionless as a treadmill. He found he had to look at the ground quite often; if he merely looked ahead, his eyes began to stare, and he got the feeling that he was going blind. When he swung his glance to the compass, he found his eyes were entirely unfocussed; it was an effort to reorient them. After that, Danton-Nels looked at the clouds just as little as possible.


  Something caught him, just below the knee, and he fell heavily. For a moment, he sat, regaining his wind and rubbing his bruised shin; then, suddenly, he caught the impact of what had happened.


  He had tripped over something!


  Then, there was something on this planet that stuck up above the ground. He got to his feet and limped back.


  It was a stone object, rather like an ancient tombstone, clearly artificial in shape, despite its weathered edges. It was firmly fixed in the ground, and Danton-Nels found that it bore a deeply-cut legend in English characters: B.M. 420.


  The first settlers here certainly must have gone about their business methodically—a bench-mark, under these conditions, could only mean that the area had been surveyed under infrared light. Somewhere in the vicinity, there ought to be some kind of installation, or at least an abandoned surveyor’s cabin which might contain some useful, information. He struck out again.


  On his third try away from the bench-mark, a structure loomed suddenly out of the mists.
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  THE VANGUARD of the mob swept up the Avenue of Flags and seethed irresistibly toward the opposite side of the great square; behind and overhead, the black, clumsy bulk of a Venusian ship lumbered, appliqueing a train of scarlet sunbursts into the fabric of the city. The dark wave of humanity broke at the last minute at the reviewing stand and poured around it.


  Loudspeakers boomed: “The tube doors are open—please . . . everyone get underground as rapidly as possible—There are no safe skelters on this side—the tube stations will admit you one at a time—there are plenty of trains leaving the city—”


  It was like preaching to a whirlwind. The Venusian ship moved a bit faster, but the bombs stopped falling. Seconds later, the reason announced itself with a high, infuriate scream. It looked like a pitifully unequal contest: the attacking Security cruiser was plummeting like Thor’s own lightning, the crude invader teetering on its jets and groaning for a little extra speed.


  Then the Earth-ship came raining down the sky in flaming fragments.


  A tree to the north of the square was struck, and burned like a giant’s torch. The crowd stopped, piled up, began to charge the other way.


  The loudspeaker was still going: “Please don’t rush the gates—you’ll be admitted one at a time, as fast as possible—”


  The Venusian ship was mounting the sky now at a fairly good pace. Black dots grew on the horizon: a squadron. Belatedly, the tower atop Security Building came to life, and something which only a dozen people on Earth knew was not a searchlight stabbed upward.


  “If you mob the platform, you’ll slow your own escape—” One of the gates gave, with a sharp report; then another. Across the square, the tree was a single crackling pillar; a man crawled away slowly from the heat, dragging a broken leg, and the crowd-noises began to diminish as the mass went underground. After a moment, the man saw the single figure on the reviewing-stand shrug and climb down. The figure hesitated, looked about as if seeking a hiding place—then strode defiantly across the exposed square to the injured man.


  “Serves you right, you damn fool,” he said. “Sling an arm over my shoulder. Here. You can hold up the game leg, can’t you?”


  “Thanks,” said the hurt one. “Couldn’t help it. My car—oof—got blown over. Mob just took me along like a cork. Fell here and got trampled.”


  “Okay. Take it easy. I’ve got an apartment near here.”


  “The bombs—”


  “We’ll take our chances. Safer than the tubes right now, I’ll bet. Incidentally, my name’s Kien Ouen-Ti of Han.”


  The injured man smiled sadly. “I’m Paul Danton-Burgd.”


  There was no response on the other face, save for the lifting of one nearly-invisible eyebrow. “Any relation?”


  Danton-Burgd looked at the destruction around him, and said, “Sort of unprodigal son.”


  They made it to the building without incident, and found that the elevator would not respond to its button. “Looks as if just about all the power must be going into that beam sweeping around the sky,” said Danton-Burgd. “I wonder what is in that broom.”


  “Not knowing makes it seem more powerful,” whispered Ouen-Ti.


  THE APARTMENT was only three flights-up, but the journey took twenty minutes. Danton-Burgd saw that it was small, but comfortable; indifferent sunlight gave it a cheerfulness which he found particularly ghastly now.


  “Married?” he asked the other.


  “She probably rushed out onto the street at the first alarm,” said Ouen-Ti, walking steadily into the kitchen. “You know how women are.” The pat phrase, the non-committal tone, the stagily-impassive Oriental countenance said, almost in italics, please don’t make me think about it.


  Danton-Burgd swallowed and changed the subject hastily. “How are your plague precautions?”


  “The usual—U-V lamps and what have you. I think Security must have smelled this coming. I’ve had wardens on my neck for the last month. Of course, if Venus has evolved any virus biologicals . . . Do you feel up to food? I’ve a radar cooker.”


  “I’m not very hungry,” Danton-Burg said. “Couldn’t we set this leg first?”


  “Sorry. I’m a little rattled. No fun, standing on the bullseye of the biggest target in the city, and trying to tell others where to hide.”


  He yanked down a window-curtain and began to tear it into strips. Danton-Burgd watched him narrowly for a moment, then said: “I think you are in worse shape than I am. If you’ve had to follow the warden’s rules, you must have a DP kit here, with splints in it.”


  The Han sagged down into the nearest chair and began to cry convulsively, and without tears. Danton-Burgd turned his face away, but he could not shield his imagination—at this moment, he sat in a million homes everywhere on Earth; and everywhere men wept and made useless motions, utterly undone by the cumulative terror of the century . . .


  After a while, Ouen-Ti stood up and got out the DP kit, as if nothing had happened since he had spoken, last. Together they straightened out Danton-Burgd’s twisted limb, and began to bind it. The Han asked: “What did you do before today’s smashup?”


  “Nothing much,” Danton-Burgd answered wryly. “I was supposed to have some hand in forestalling this raid, but it didn’t work out that way.”


  “You’re a Security man, too, then.”


  “Well, I was.” Danton-Burgd eased the bad leg out in front of him. “I was something of a Venus man to boot—had a finger in the Pro-Earth Party. I guess I was to have been a professional villain on both sides. This accident was a good thing for me, because I haven’t the talents for either job.”


  The Han sat down again and snuffled nonchalantly, as if he were only suffering from a slight cold. “I like to meet a man with ideas of his own. What do you plan to do? If you’ve been on both sides of this mess, you ought to be pretty well equipped to take a part in it—talents or not.”


  Danton-Burgd wiggled his toes experimentally, and turned the question over in his head. Joachim Burgd had not given him much with which to work; he didn’t know whether he was really a person, let alone a proper citizen. Certainly, he wasn’t a proper Paul Danton. The only things which distinguished him from the original Danton seemed to be his deficiencies—he was, he decided, in essence only a bad imitation of a far-from-extraordinary original.


  But, at least, if he were not a Danton, he must be someone else. Then perhaps I’m a person in my own right, he thought; I might actually have some ideas of my own.


  “I’ll take part in it,” he said to Ouen-Ti at last. “It can’t be a political part, because I haven’t the talents, as I said. But what I want to know is what it all means—where it’s going. I’m not satisfied with the explanations I got before I was anybody; they’re too partial, they don’t connect with each other, they’re strictly mixed pickles. There’s been a major factor hidden all along in this Venus affair, and I think it did a hell of a lot more to me than just break my leg. I want to know what it is. I mean to find out.”


  He looked somberly at his puzzled host. “ ‘Wheels within wheels’ is the only visible answer, and I think it would have satisfied my prototype—that’s the Danton side of the family. But like the elephant’s child, I seem to have a certain ‘satiable curiosity’, inherited from Mr. Burgd. I don’t give a damn about the whirring of all the little wheels. What I want to know is—which is the drive-wheel? The rest don’t count.”


  “And when you find it?” murmured Ouen-Ti.


  “Break it,” Danton-Burgd said. The words were drowned in a heavy explosion, which shook the whole room. He did not repeat them.
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  JOACHIM BURGD looked up from the reports he was studying as a squad of soldiers brought a man into the room—one of the Venusian leaders, the message had said. Their uniforms were smeared and torn, and one of sported a beautiful black eye. The lean Venusian himself was in no better shape, but he carried himself with iron erectness, his mouth a bitter, bloodless line, mathematically straight across his face, jaw-muscles clenched. The men brought him to a chair before the big table, just in front of Marcia Nels, but he had to be forced to sit down.


  “What happened?” the Albertan woman asked.


  “We were mobbed, ma’am,” said one of the soldiers. “Most of this fellow’s crew were knocked out when his ship hit, and by the time we got to it, there were a couple of hundred civilians systematically stringing them up. We cut down the ones that weren’t dead yet, and took the survivors out of the ship; then the mob turned on us. We were hard put to it, getting the ten yards from the wreck to our halftrack.”


  “Any civilians killed?” asked Burgd. “One, sir—the guy who seemed to have drummed up the lynchings. He was pretty persistent.”


  Burgd nodded, feeling a momentary touch of sympathy for the lynchers, for all his detestation of their acts. “He won’t be missed,” the Antarctican said quietly. “Good work, Lieutenant. . . . Mow, then, my Venusian friend, what’s your name?”


  The invader glared, but remained silent.


  “Come now,” Burgd urged, “you can give us your name and rank without betraying your government; that’s traditional. . . . No? . . . Lieutenant, what can you tell us?”


  “His men say his name’s Mann, sir, and his insignia say he’s a general—if their system is the same as ours.”


  Burgd’s eyebrows went up. “Well, well—the head Warhawk. Welcome, General Mann. I believe your friend, Armand Lathrop, is going to be surprised—at least by the promotion you’ve given yourself.”


  A spasm shook the muscles of the invader’s face, but it was Marcia Nels who looked at Burgd with slow surprise. “Joachim, what’s this? You know of this man? How—”


  He shew her a wry smile. “You’ll see in a moment, Marcia. In the meantime,” he said to the prisoner, “I must caution you not to be stubborn, General Mann. You’ve already seen a demonstration of the popular state of mind. We before you are more responsible persons, but we also have tempers to lose.”


  His voice lowered in volume, but there was greater intensity. “This bloody and wholly criminal air-raid of yours has done nothing to sweeten us. If you’re uncooperative, we may retaliate.”


  “Go ahead and shoot,” Mann said stiffly.


  “Shoot? Oh, no—that would be too easy, General. Instead, I think we will just put you back out on the street, and forget we ever saw you. You’d like that.”


  “To be butchered by civilians—”


  “—who, only a little while ago, were being butchered by you. Yes, that is the idea, General.” Burgd sat back smiling easily. “I think you had better tell us what we want to know—beginning with the exact size of the force used in this raid, and what else we may expect to be on the way.”


  “Go to hell,” Mann said.


  Heath said shortly, “Maybe. But you’ll get there first.”


  Burgd sighed. “I want to show you,” he said, “how unprofitable this theatricalism is, General, to say nothing of how out-of-date. Lieutenant, you’ll find a Venusian officer waiting in the library, under guard. Have him brought in here, please.”


  THE WHOLE Council was looking at Burgd, now. Heath opened his mouth, then closed it again without saying anything. Of them all, only Marcia Nels seemed to have any glimmering of what was coming—


  But even she was stunned when the library door slid back, and Danton-Tamara was escorted into the room, wearing the uniform of a Venusian colonel.


  “I believe you two gentlemen know each other,” Burgd purred. “But in case you don’t, I want to introduce Colonel Armand—er, ‘Nerveless’—Lathrop, who got to Earth exactly one hour and twenty-three minutes before you did, and sold you out—lock, stock, and barrel!”


  Danton-Tamara blinked at Mann and the others. It was obvious to the Council-members that he had only a faint notion of what was going on, but his somewhat-dazed expression contributed to the masquerade. He was the image of a beaten man.


  The moment held, and Burgd felt his heart racing. Everything depended on Mann’s not noticing important details under strain. More than an instant’s close scrutiny would surely be fatal.


  Mann was standing there motionless, then Burgd saw the Venusian’s eyes widen as his face cracked open. “You filth!” Mann shouted. “You crawling traitor! I let you take the position of Field Marshal, but that wasn’t enough for you! It wasn’t enough for you to cut off my forces as soon as I was in the air. You had to come here and see the big fiasco personally. Lathrop, if I live to tell it, your name is going to be a stench in the nostrils of every Venusian from now to eternity!” He paused, heaving.


  “Bravo!” Burgd interjected. “So nothing more is coming; that is all we wanted to know. . . . Mr. Danton, I can see no reason why you should remain here to be called names; thank you for your service.”


  Danton-Tamara shrugged and went out, unaccompanied by his “guards”. Mann stood frozen, his face still set incongruously in the expression of righteous fury which had gone with his previous speech.


  Then he screamed like a woman, and launched himself at Burgd. Six soldiers brought him down as his hands, contorted into tetanic claws, came within inches of Burgd’s throat.


  The would-be conqueror of Earth was dragged off, babbling childishly. Burgd realized, as they heard the tailings of Mann’s voice, that he hadn’t moved an inch. He forced a nonchalant smile, and sat down, grateful for the table that concealed the tremor in his legs.


  “Whew,” Heath said. “A nasty customer.”


  “And as neat a piece of counterprovocation as I’ve ever seen,” Tamara added. “Mr. Burgd, I understood that all the duplicates had been sent to Venus. How was this one held back?”


  “He wasn’t,” Burgd said. “There was an accident on the way to the spaceports; one of the duplicates was killed, and two others turned up missing. This one was found just a little while ago; we’re still looking for the other. Frankly, I had no expectation of being able to use this trick, but I had the duplicate put into uniform on the off-chance that the opportunity would arise. It did.”


  “Congratulations,” Heath said. He lit his pipe. “Well, if that’s all, I’ll be going. We still have to clean up the mess General Mann’s accomplices made.”


  The Council broke up quickly; finally, Burgd was alone with Marcia Nels.


  He looked at her and said, “I know what you want to ask me.”


  “I want to ask you nothing,” she replied. “I want to congratulate you, too—for a masterful piece of obfuscation. You explained your sudden intimacy with Venusian affairs by intimating that you got it from a Venusian; and when the Venusian turned out to be a fake, the information seemed actually to have come from General Mann. As always, your timing was perfect.”


  “Not perfect enough,” he said. “It was supposed to fool you, too; but I saw when you looked at me that it hadn’t. . . . Well, are you going to question me, Marcia?”


  She shook her head. “No,” she said levelly. “I trust you, Joachim. If you have access to information about Venus which is denied the rest of us, I believe it is for the ultimate good of Earth; I’ve never seen you behave any other way.”


  “Thank you, Marcia.”


  “But I want you to know,” she said, as evenly as before, “that from now on, I am watching you.”


  5


  SECTOR 15 was not one of the largest of Venus’ trading-centers, but it was crowded; apparently, even a strictly-technocratic economy could have a war-boom. Danton-Small shouldered his way along hurriedly, but by the time he caught up with the tall figure in uniform, he was nearly across the cavern. Breathless, he grabbed a sleeve.


  “Hey, Nels, slow up. Here I’ve been waiting for you for three days, and then you show up charging away from me at full-tilt. What took you so long, anyhow? Get in a jam?”


  Danton-Nels grinned, and looked around at the shops lining the wall of the cavern. “Yes and no,” he said. “There’s a bar. Let’s duck in and have a drink while I give you a run-down.”


  “Lord,” said Danton-Small, “we thought the surface of this planet was weird! Inside, it’s worse. It reminds me of a setting of ‘Macbeth’ I saw once. Highly-technological cave-men all around us; I expect to see bats swooping down from the roof any moment.”


  The other squinted up. “If you can see the roof, you’ve got better eyesight than I have.”


  Danton-Small grinned. “No, I can’t see it, really. But I know it’s there, and not too far distant, too. I’ll bet this would be a swell place for Spengler’s magian culture to develop, given time enough.”


  “Could be,” Danton-Nels agreed, as they stepped inside and headed for a booth at the back of the room. Partway, Danton-Small sat down defiantly, choosing a table in full view of the front window.


  “No point in skulking,” he murmured. “Whatever gestapo system they have here is pretty inefficient—but even so, it might get going if we look too secretive.”


  “You have a point there,” the other admitted, joining him. “Wonderful how we get along, isn’t it? We’ve all read the same books; seen the same plays; played the same games; loved . . .” A look of puzzlement crossed his face as his voice dropped.


  “Tell me what happened,” Danton-Small broke in. “It couldn’t have taken you this long to find out that the rocket launching-tubes were here.”


  “It didn’t. I made my first contact with a sort of Quonset-hut affair, that should have led me here practically by the nose. Did you know that they have a Pro-Earth party here, too?”


  “Certainly.” Danton-Small dismissed the information with a gesture. “It was the first thing I looked for.”


  “Ah yes, you have a copper’s soul, my brother. You would. Well, this place I ran into was a hangout of theirs, and it seems that they have teamed up with the military party. This bird we’re supposed to resemble—Lathrop’s his name—wanted the raid on Earth stopped until a hundred percent conquest could be set up. I see you know that, too, Sherlock.” He sighed. “Shall I go on, or let you tell me all you deduced while I was scouting around?”


  “Marcia Nels must have found our avatar an amusing fellow, too,” observed Danton-Small. “Go on; even if I know some of it, you’ve seen important details I haven’t.”


  Danton-Nels frowned. “I don’t think ‘amusing’ is quite the word. But . . . there’s a sort of whimsy about me. . . . Well, there was a woman there, fiddling with a radio-set; it took her about two seconds to figure out that I was from Earth.” He tugged at an earlobe, and added, “Ye Gods, what a welcome. You’d think I was the Second Coming of Stalin. And I couldn’t get rid of her!”


  “How come?”


  “Well, not without shooting her, anyhow. She took me down inside the planet and explained all the ropes to me, helped me to get these clothes, and—well, it wasn’t anything you could put your finger on. It was just that she was so damned busy being helpful that it took me three days to get started.”


  DANTON-SMALL’S expression became more and more abstracted; he was now looking intently over his companion’s shoulder. “Speaking of women,” he said, “our waitress seems to be lost in a pink cloud.”


  As Danton-Nels turned irritably, the girl gave a start, and composed her features. Danton-Small held up two fingers, and she turned hastily to the bar. “And what, may I ask, are you doing in uniform?”


  “I was going to ask why you weren’t in one,” Danton-Nels said.


  “Because I’ve more sense. I know that Lathrop’s sure to be around here somewhere, and I don’t want to run up against somebody who’s just left him on the other side of the street. You’re a sap to play up the resemblance before it’s useful to you. . . . Ah, here are the drinks.”


  The waitress set the glasses down and stood, looking at the oblivious Danton-Nels. Danton-Small jingled his change. “Here you are, miss.”


  “Oh. Thank you,” she said groping. She did not go until Danton-Nels glared at her.


  “What about my spiritual father?” said Danton-Small.


  The other shrugged. “I don’t know; haven’t heard anything about him, or seen him, since we first arrived. I hope he didn’t get lost in that purple pea-soup upstairs.”


  “I doubt it; he’s a shrewd apple. He’s probably flatfooting around somewhere, doing something complicated that’ll bring the roof down while we’re still talking.” Danton-Small paused and glanced upward. “Must remember to avoid that simile; it isn’t funny. . . . The more I see of this setup, the less chance of action I can find.”


  Danton-Nels looked ingenuous. “Why, what is the difficulty?”


  “This whole society is so damned decentralized that you couldn’t pull a cornerstone anywhere that would do no more damage than a plumber could fix. It’s a saboteur’s Hades. Short of blowing the planet to bits, all at once—hello, what now?”


  A rather faded-looking woman, who had been parked on a bar-stool across from them, had dismounted, and was bearing down upon them, a well-worn book clutched in her hand. “Colonel Lathrop!” she trilled, heaving to. “Oh . . . it’s Marshal now, isn’t it? I do hope you will pardon poor little me, but I just couldn’t resist—I didn’t know you had a brother—”


  “He doesn’t,” spoke up Danton-Small, amusedly. “I’m just a chance resemblance he picked up at a party.”


  “I see,” the woman said frigidly. It was obvious that Danton-Small had suddenly ceased to exist. “But what I wanted to ask you is if you’d very much mind giving me your autograph? I always ask government people. I’m perfectly brazen about it, because I think it will be so nice, when the children grow up—not that you’d think I was a mother, would you? I mean nice to have the signatures of all the most famous people who conquered Earth for them while they were just babies—”


  Danton-Nels began to look harried. The last thing he wanted to do was to sign Lathrop’s name before he had even gotten a look at the man’s handwriting; but there was no help for it. After the woman had been shooed off, he said: “I hope she never has a chance to show that to someone important.”


  “Don’t worry, she won’t. But you’d better get a sample of our friend’s signature and practice up on it.” Danton-Small’s voice changed timbre suddenly. “You’d better practice something else, too; get to a library and play back records of Lathrop’s speeches, until you have his voice and inflections pat.”


  “I will,” Danton-Nels agreed. He looked at the other, wondering what had affected the change in Danton-Small. “Well,” he said, “at least the resemblance is established.”


  HE WATCHED the other swizzle his drink, reflectively, eyes on the table in front of them. Finally Danton-Small looked at him, with a curious intentness. “I . . . don’t think it is,” he said slowly. There was a look of distaste on his brother’s face that Danton-Nels found upsetting.


  “I think you ought to know, my friend, that you do not resemble Lathrop very much—to a man.”


  “Honestly?” Danton-Nels’ eyes widened. “But—really—I’ve checked with the mirror.”


  “Oh, that’s fair enough. But there are glandular matters involved that a mirror can’t comment upon, Remember . . . we are all imitations, however real we may feel to ourselves. In your case, you’ve been made a very handsome fellow to the ladies; and you were made that way by a woman. The result is that your good looks are only an imitation, too; instead of being a handsome man, you are a summary of the kind of handsomeness a woman actually sees in a man. Some video actors get closely enough to it to be pretty widely despised by their own sex—but you’re . . . It!”


  “And,” Danton-Nels said worriedly, “you feel it, too?”


  Danton-Small looked up again, once, but looked down into his glass.


  Danton-Nels waited, and an image leaped into his mind—the image of a girl the original Danton had once known—and lost to someone like this description the other had just given him. Somehow, he knew that Danton-Small was thinking the same thing . . .


  It seemed impossible to him that he, himself, had never seen the girl. He murmured a name softly.


  Danton-Small looked up again. “No,” he said, “I don’t feel it very much; just enough to know that it is there. It doesn’t bother me, any more than remembering Carole bothers me. . . . My creator didn’t leave me much room for sexual emotions of any kind; only a mass of memories that get in my way more than anything else.


  “But I recognize this characteristic in you, Nels, and I know that Lathrop doesn’t have it. Other men will spot the difference.”


  Danton-Nels sank back in his chair, stunned. “This . . . this is awful. It blows the whole plan sky-high.”


  “No,” said Danton-Small, “it doesn’t. Not necessarily. It only makes the preliminaries difficult.” He leaned across the table. “While you were trying to get away from your Earth-Party captor, I was nosing around the edges of the Venusian Directorate, and I found out something important—especially important to you. The person who really runs it is a woman. They call her Luisa. Now: listen carefully . . .”


  7


  The Imposters


  THE NONDESCRIPT little man found it difficult to see very much on the corner where the drugstore was. Someone was certainly standing there, but the blackout, incomplete though it was, changed the shape of familiar things, masked identities and even sexes, and made of the city a black-and-grey maze.


  For an instant, a few scraps of sound came from someone’s radio, a voice saying, “. . . Earth continues to revolve, as is her habit, so the bombardment has moved westward, petering out as it goes . . . fighting between our Security cruisers and the heavy black rockets of Venus . . . but the initial terror has worn off.


  The worst had come at last, the little man thought, but it was tangible, at least. He and other Earthmen knew what to expect, and had some idea of its shape. What had the Cyton said? Oh yes—“Now that the imagined terror has become real, dendrites, adjustment is possible.”


  The news, too, was losing definition and shape in the blackout. The little man sighed, and tried to pierce the gloom across the street. It could be the Cyton, or even the man they were seeking. Either would have a good reason to be prowling about, despite the bombs. Or, it might be an Immune—a mutant, who had nothing to fear.


  There was a faint spot of red, indicating the other figure’s cigaret. The little man lit one up, from the battery-powered heat-lighter citizens were expected to use in the blackout, then made a few gestures with it—meaningless to anyone other than a fellow ProEarth Party member. He watched for a countersign across the street; it came, with the additional signal which said, “come over for consultation”, rather than “stay put”.


  It wasn’t until he was right up against him that the nondescript little man was certain whether his fellowdendrite was the Cyton, or Dendrite L. . . . Yes, the other was the Cyton, not only the head man, but the tallest man in the Vagus—although the difference between him and Dendrite L was small enough so that the little man had to be pretty close to make sure. He liked be called over “for consultation” by the Cyton, though.


  “Heard any rumors?” his leader asked.


  The little man’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “They say one of the Venusian leaders has been captured.”


  “So I’ve heard. . . . You can talk in normal tones, K; no need for whispering. . . . And I’ve heard of a secret punitive expedition, too . . . though no details, of course. But that’s all; have you heard anything else?”


  Dendrite K fairly beamed with importance. The juiciest rumor of all, and the Cyton hadn’t heard it. “They say,” he said, savoring every word, “that a Venusian officer has changed sides; I got this from a Security guard.”


  The other whistled. “Very good, Dendrite K. I’ll pass that on to the afferent as soon as we report. Golgi wants to know about every rumor, and its source, if possible.”


  “Do they know if Paul Danton is an Immune?” asked the little man.


  The Cyton shrugged, “He certainly never looked like one. And yet—well, you heard the afferent as clearly as I did: he was killed this morning, without orders from Golgi. Danton was burned down as he got out of an overturned car, in the company of a Security cop. Yet, four hours later, he was spotted in the company of a Security warden, a man named Ouen-Ti, with nothing worse than a broken leg.”


  Dendrite K sniffed contemptuously. That could be taken a lot of ways, he thought, but really Golgi shouldn’t have tried to oppose the execution in the first place. And now to expect party discipline to prevent a second try!


  So now, things were different: an efferent had told them all how the Actionist faction had sprung a coup, and had taken over party headquarters.


  At last, thought Dendrite K, Golgi is in touch with the rank-and-file.


  A sudden pressure on his arm brought his thoughts back to the present. “Listen,” murmured the Cyton.


  Uneven footsteps were coming toward their hiding-place, sure that the gloom covered them so long as they were noiseless. The sounds grew louder: step-click, step-click. A second later, a slim figure limped past, rounded the corner, disappeared again.


  The two dendrites stepped out into the street and went around the corner.


  DANTON-BURGD realized now that he’d been over-eager; he’d not allowed the osteoblastine enough time to work on his leg before venturing out, and the injured member was hurting. He limped along slowly.


  A blunt-nosed object touched him gently in the kidney, and a voice said: “Have a cigar, friend.”


  There was a man on either side of him, and both were familiar. Danton-Burgd made a gesture of annoyance. “Put that thing away. You’ve made a mistake; I’m Dendrite B of the Inguinal.”


  “You were,” came a gentle voice, from the larger of the two. “Neuromas have to be excised.”


  It took a moment’s concentration before he placed the phrase. It had been many years since he’d heard it used in the Party, but the meaning was clear enough. “So I’m considered a traitor,” he said evenly.


  “You’re the only one,” the large man said, “who could have made that scene at Solar Plexus possible; and you’ve been keeping pretty slimy company ever since.”


  “I don’t suppose,” Danton-Burgd suggested, “that Golgi has considered that I might have been a prisoner like the rest.”


  There was a chuckle from the other figure, a little man, Danton-Burgd observed. “Oh, yes, of course,” the little one said. “Golgi has considered it, all right. Consideration is their-metier; I shouldn’t be surprised if they’re still considering it a year from now . . . that is, the Golgi you’re thinking of.


  “But we have a new Golgi now . . . our Golgi . . . and we’re not bothering with puzzles. Someone muffed paying you off this morning, and you crept right back into Security’s arms again. We considered that very carefully, and decided that, this time . . .”


  He broke off abruptly and pointed to a dark entranceway, a seemingly tall, commanding figure in that moment. “In there. And don’t overplay the dragging-leg act, for our patience may run out very suddenly. You’re alive now only because we’re curious as to how you managed it.”


  He stepped into the revolving door, and the big man shoved Danton-Burgd into the next section of it, following in third place. On the other side, a burst of brilliance dazzled him, and he smiled wryly. Certainly Joachim Burgd had robbed his brainchild—the original Paul Danton has been enough of a chessmaster to anticipate crossed Polaroids in the glass panels of the door.


  THE PLACE, he saw, was quite crowded and confusing—but the atmosphere was not entirely the one of concentrated hostility that Danton-Burgd expected. Several of the men nearby were regarding him with no stronger emotion than that of curiosity.


  It was possible, then, that this rumpsession was not entirely composed of extremists, in spite of the coup.


  “Here’s the cancerous little cell that’s migrated about in the Party’s bloodstream,” the little man said. His voice was charged with vicious satisfaction. “He was missed this morning, but this time the probes have got it.”


  “Better make sure that they haven’t got the Party’s last braincell instead,” the man addressed said, unexpectedly. “You’re Dendrite B, I take it. Do you know that you’re Inguinal’s ranking officer?”


  “What? No, of course I didn’t know. Who sent these fanatics after me, then?”


  “Watch your mouth, you—” began the little man.


  “Dendrite K,” said the other, with the air of one talking to a child, “put that gun away. He’s not armed, and he isn’t going to escape from a roomful of people, no matter what he’s done.” He noticed the Cyton and said, “Incidentally, dendrites, I recommend discretion; the—shall we say palace revolt—was not as permanent as some hoped. The Cortex has censured the failure of certain officers to clarify the situation, and has suggested that discipline be restored as soon as practicable.”


  And that, thought Danton-Burgd, meant that the coup was cancelled. He breathed more easily. “Thanks. Then you’re not going to put me on trial after all?”


  “Not primarily, though our ‘fanatics’ got that put on the agenda. Quite in order, I’m afraid, so long as the proper officers are in control; the Cortex has indicated that a bit of cleansing may be in order.”


  Which means, Danton-Burgd thought, that it’s anyone’s guess as to which faction the Cortex will support, and what the party line actually is, as of now.


  “We’re here,” continued the other, “to try to agree on some course of action. Come on up front.”


  Someone pounded a gavel, and the room began to quiet. Danton-Burgd sat down on a front bench, feeling conspicuous and muddled.


  “There are only two things for us to consider,” the chairman announced without any preamble. “First of all, there is the matter of Dendrite B. Someone took matters into their own hands, this morning, and shot him.”


  The hall murmured. Aha, Danton-Burgd thought; it’s news to some of them.


  “Luckily, they only hit him in the leg. He’s here now. Stand up, Dendrite B. How do you plead on this turncoat business?”


  “How would you expect me to plead?” Danton-Burgd asked. “I take it I’m prejudged, in any event.”


  “Opinion is divided. You’re ranking leader here, and if there’s any certain way of clearing you, we’d appreciate knowing it. It would help us to preserve some semblance of organization.”


  Danton-Burgd shrugged and decided to stop trying to imagine what his original would do or say. For a brief time, while the party monolith was shaking, accusation might not necessarily be equivalent to conviction. It might go easier with him, or harder with him, than were this the usual treason trial; but it wouldn’t be drawn out, in either event.


  IT CAME to him now that no one here suspected anything in the nature of a duplication, and that they would not find anything that he said or did out of character—after all, those dendrites who had been close enough to Paul Danton to have some idea of how he ticked, were no longer around.


  “I can make one suggestion,” he said quietly, “but it will probably seem rather simple-minded to you. Give me a job to do. I suggest you pick something you don’t think can be done, anyhow; then, should I turn informer about it, you won’t have betrayed any really pregnant possibility.”


  He could hear mutterings around him, and the earlier impression that the cards were not entirely stacked against him seemed to be strengthened. “That’s direct, all right,” the chairman agreed. “Anyone object?”


  The little man who had stalked Danton-Burgd stood up, a picture of frustration and resentment. Danton-Burgd looked at him, and thought: poor devil; your one moment of importance has come and gone.


  “I’ll object,” Dendrite K stated, trying to regain his dignity. “Unless he volunteers for something really impossible, and then does it, he can’t be trusted.” The nondescript little man sat down, and Danton-Burgd saw a slight smile crossing his face.


  Bravo, he thought, you’ve made a good point.


  “He’s right,” another dendrite called out, and the little man’s smile grew. “Simple failure will put him right back in his present position—ready to give away something really worth doing.”


  Danton-Burgd turned around to face the rest of the gathering, and stared levelly at Dendrite K. He realized now that the party was full of such dendrites, little men who wanted to do something constructive—they thought—and be recognized for their worth, however small. Little men who could do great mischief, because they were not allowed to participate in the plans of the mighty.


  He knew then what his role would be in the party, should he come out on top in this affair.


  “You’re quite right,” Danton-Burgd said. “That is precisely what I propose.”


  “Good,” someone whispered beside him. The chairman said: “This method saves time and debate. Our suspicious friend here—Dendrite K—might suggest something impossible.”


  The little man stood up, a rueful smile on his face now. He drank in the importance of the moment, then shook his head. “Afraid I can’t—everything that comes to my mind seems as if it will work. Get him to suggest something. It’ll give us an idea of what he thinks is worth messing up.”


  “Dendrite B?” inquired the chairman.


  Danton-Burgd nodded. “I’m willing. I make one condition, though. If I pick the job myself, then the Party must give me full cooperation. If I am to be a lone-wolf, then you pick my assignment.”


  “Vote,” said the chairman.


  The ballot-box started around, and while it wove its devious course up and down the benches, Danton-Burgd found his mind moving slowly and directly, down a straight line, at the end of which be began to see an Action; more than an Action—a result and a first cause. What had Ouspenski written while drugged? “Think in other categories.” Danton-Burgd remembered then that there was still a hidden drive-wheel in the whole massive machinery of the war with Venus, a wheel still whirling, still impelling the blind, obedient gears on toward some unguessable object.


  He knew that this object must not be attained, and that the machine must be stopped before its Juggernaut progress killed too many people. He knew also, with a curious stab of agony, that one action would stop it. And, finally, he realized, unbelievable as. it might seem, that in the victim of that unique action, he must have also recognized the drive-wheel; for no other person’s death would have the same result.


  For that was the approach he took—not “Who is the drive-wheel?” but, “Is there one person, one person only, whose removal will end the war?”


  No wonder straight thinking was so rare; it was a knife that cut two ways.


  Danton-Burgd heard the chairman’s voice, saying, “A sizeable majority, Dendrite B. You pick the task and we’ll implement it.”


  In the tense, frozen silence, the man who had become Dendrite B said clearly, “The assassination of Joachim Burgd.”
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  THERE WAS a popular legend on Venus that ball-point pens worked better under water—which probably accounted for the fact that so many Venusians usually seemed to have black smears on their tongues. At least, Captain Small had noted a large number of such persons—and noticed, also, that nearly everyone licked the point of his pen reflectively before writing with it.


  Small walked along the north-bound pedestrian ledge, whistling cheerfully, and making notations in a Mattered little book as he went. He was being very Venusian, which meant he was getting used to the taste of ink.


  The soft glow in the tunnel became a little brighter, and ahead the floor began to slope gently toward the next cavern-community. A monorail ’bus rumbled abreast of him, slowed, and stopped. Muted voices drifted up. Small pocketed his notebook and pen, and turned into the staircase which led down to the platform.


  On the platform he bought a newspaper, and began turning its pages earnestly, frowning. Fragments of conversation from the discharged passengers came to him, but there was nothing that he could piece together. He sensed a general atmosphere of confusion and disquiet; wonder over the Government’s silence as to the further course of the raid on Earth; speculation as to how Earth would retaliate; and armchair strategists’ arguments as to whether the screen was still down.


  Over all, he caught the subtle, indefinable sense of being in a trap. It was like this all over Venus, so far, Small thought—and this pleased him, although it wasn’t what he was seeking at the moment.


  He spotted a stout man, who looked like a drummer, and edged over toward him, exuding fraternity, but continuing to frown and turn pages. The Venusian stuffed his own paper into his pocket, with a disgusted crackle. “I’ll tell you beforehand, buddy,” he said; “whatever it is you’re lookin’ for, it isn’t in there.”


  “I can practically see the censored spots,” Small agreed. “Seems like most everything you want to know has to come by mouth, now.”


  “That’s right,” the Venusian agreed. “You’d think they’d give us some warning about this epidemic—but no, they’re scared to print anything about it.”


  “Epidemic?”


  “Yeah,” went on the stout man. “A fellow I know—cousin of a friend of my wife’s—says some sort of plague has cut loose in Sector 11. They think maybe some saboteurs—Earthmen probably—have gotten at the water-supply, or polluted the air-intakes. Doing their best to keep it quiet.”


  Small pursed his mouth soundlessly. “I was just there . . . and had to come back again. I was wondering why the fire-doors were closed.”


  “So they’ve closed ’em! Well, that relieves my mind a little—I was afraid they’d just let the damn thing spread through the corridors for fear of tipping people off.”


  “I’ve got to get along to my home office,” Small declared. “Thanks for the news. By the way, if you ever need any first-grade portrait-photography, you might give me a ring. Here’s my card.”


  “Why, thanks old man, I will,” said the Venusian. “Here’s mine—best line of canned goods in the whole canned planet, ha ha!”


  Small strolled away, drawing out the little notebook again. This was good enough for the present community, he decided. It had been quite a job shorting the fire-doors in Sector 11, but the results has been worth it. Just one ’bus had been turned back on its schedule, before the authorities made repairs and got the fire-doors open again, but the damage to morale was accomplished. In Sector 12, the populace had invented an epidemic to account for the closed doors; he wondered what the story would be in Sector 202.


  Well, he might as well go there and find out, doing what he could to spread panic en route, while he got away from the scene. Captain Small chuckled, and boarded an outgoing bus.


  3


  IN THE NISSEN hut on Venus’ surface, the gloomy man expressed the Earth Party’s general feeling when he said, “If it weren’t for the whip you hold over us, Marshal Lathrop, I’d be putting forth a million objections, and you know it. We’ve done our damndest, through the years, to operate the Party in little; to keep our numbers small, and to do actively whatever thing our forces permitted, at a time when it would hurt most. We’d let grandiose plans for the future take care of themselves.”


  Danton-Small made a gesture of impatience. “The situation is different. I can’t seem to make you realize that I am now the effective head of the Cabal, and that fact in itself multiplies your effective forces a hundredfold. I don’t need you any more—my position is consolidated, and you could go right back to being actively ineffective if I’d let you.”


  “So,” the other remarked, “you’re staying with us out of love now, Marshal?”


  “Do you take me for a fool? I’m staying with you because I want you left intact against eventualities. If Luisa should go over to Enfield—and she might—or possibly to Thomas again—and she might—or in any other way try to pull a coup d’etat, she knows that I would hand the government over to you lock, stock, and barrel. I have my insurance against you, you know; you are my insurance against her, but you have to be better handled to be an effective threat to her.”


  “That’s why I don’t want you organizing any fool protest meetings, or anything else that might mean putting half of you in jail suddenly. And don’t think I wouldn’t put you in jail if you force me—if you break the laws openly. Not that I give a hang about your being in jail personally, but that would be one damn fine place for you to be should I suddenly need your full strength, I don’t think.”


  The other nodded. “You win, Marshal. And I’ll give you this much: you’ve never tried to softsoap us. You’ve played it smart all the way—not just halfway, as we expected you would. That’ll pay off if we ever do come to power.”


  “It had better,” Danton-Small agreed. “I still have those memorycapsules, you know.”


  “All right,” said the gloomy man. “We’ll call the demonstration off. Just so you understand that we’re not doing it because we agree with you. What next?”


  Danton-Small drew a deep breath. He’d had one stroke of sheer luck: someone had mentioned the business of just what it was Lathrop held over the heads of the Earth Party. He’d have never guessed, otherwise.


  But the rest, he knew, was due to Captain Small’s having conceived of Paul Danton as an arch-conspirator, and giving his brainchild a huge dose of that inclination. Knowing that this was the way he’d been cut out to behave didn’t impair his enjoyment at all, Danton-Small thought. Just wearing the heavy oxygen mask was a satisfaction to him. He hesitated a moment, savoring the situation, then plunged in with the gusto of a man who is having a hell of a good time.


  “Listen carefully,” he said, “and make sure you get this straight, because it isn’t simple and it has to go off without a hitch. First of all, I want a man placed in every community, and I want your communicationtappers integrated into some kind of central switchboard—don’t care how you jury-rig it so long as it’s done and it works—so that I can get in touch with any of them, at any time, from some easily-acessible place.”


  “Mother of Malenkov, Marshal! Have you the faintest idea of what you are asking?”


  “In an ancient phrase,” replied Danton-Small contentedly, “you ain’t heard nothing yet.”
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  CAPTAIN SMALL wound up his sales-talk with, “They’re very good plates, you see. All the unflattering wave bands are cut out—only sensitive to the nice hand-painted looking wave-lengths. You should have ’em in about two weeks.”


  A pained look came across the other man’s face. The customer had been nodding happily for the last few minutes. “Why so slow?” he asked. “I need them right away.”


  Small gestured apologetically. “You know how it is—war and all that. We get a lot of raw material from a plant in Sector 4, and things are in a mess over there, right now—some sort of, engineering-project going on, government priorities taking everything, just about.”


  “Oh? Hadn’t heard about this. What is it, anyhow?”


  Small shrugged. “I don’t know—war-work, I guess. At least, nobody seems to know what it’s all about. They’re running huge girders to the roof, on heavy hydraulic bases, and Sector 6, right underneath them; is shoving up its roof to support them.” The customer looked uneasily toward the ceiling of the little studio Small had rented. “You know,” he said reflectively, “I often wondered. These caverns were cut and reinforced a long time ago. Isn’t there something about metal fatiguing with age?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” Small replied, sighing. “I’m just a salesman. Well, see you again.”


  5


  ARMAND LATHROP prided himself on being a realist. It was one thing, he knew, to obtain supreme power—and another, and considerably larger task to hold onto it until it could be consolidated. There would come a time when Luisa’s dangerousness could not longer be balanced by the pleasure of possessing her and fencing with her. She would work with him against Thomas for awhile, providing it looked as if they could get rid of Thomas between them.


  Then? Then, if there were any other one person who seemed stronger—well, Lathrop thought, he could set that aside for the nonce by lopping off the tallest cornstalks; and the first to go would be Enfield. Mann had been a fool to underestimate Enfield; he, Lathrop, would not. The very fact that Enfield existed at all made him a dangerous possibility.


  It was best that Enfield be eliminated before the Thomas affair was finished, so that Luisa would have no other choice. He smiled grimly at the thought that the action he planned to take was such as to endear him to Luisa.


  It would be simple, and fairly direct, Enfield would be spotted as the traitor behind the failure of attack upon Earth. The Earth Party would be his executioner, and necessary evidence would be planted in the right spots, for discovery when Enfield’s decease was investigated.


  After that? A new twist on tyranny, which he was sure had never been tried before. Lathrop smiled broadly now, as he buttoned up his tunic. He had a ready-made underground in the palm of his hand. What better means for quietly dealing with his own enemies, and making the dirty work appear to be the doings an official enemy of the government? The perfect secret police.


  Lathrop rang the call-button for his orderly, as he put on his hat; the Earth Party must be contacted at once. He waited for a moment, then frowned as the expected footsteps failed to appear just outside his office. He strode rapidly to the door, opened it, and called, “Drayle!”


  A short, stocky man in civilian clothes popped his head out of an adjoining door. “Did you call, sir?”


  “Of course I called,” snapped Lathrop. His eyes narrowed in unbelief. “What are you doing out of uniform?”


  The orderly met his gaze with a look of hurt bewilderment. “Why—why, I was just about to take off, sir.” His hand went to his breast pocket. “Did I misunderstand . . .?”


  Lathrop’s anger vanished at the other’s demeanor. “You were given leave, Drayle?” he asked quietly, damning Luisa in his thoughts.


  The orderly drew a paper out of his pocket. Lathrop stretched out a hand, took it, and glanced at it quickly—to discover, in his own handwriting: “The bearer, Quentin Drayle, is hereby relieved from all duty, with full pay and privileges of a junior officer, until further notice, (signed) A. Lathrop.”


  “You gave me this yourself, sir, just after the accident,” said Drayle. Lathrop looked at the paper again, It was his own handwriting—or a close enough copy to pass any but the most thorough micro-inspection.


  “Tell me about this accident, Drayle,” he said.


  The man was thoroughly flustered now, but, with gentle patience, Lathrop managed to obtain from him an account of Drayle’s being hailed by the Marshal early that morning, and ordered to get the official car, and take him to the Cabal at once. En route, they had been hit by a cab, and Lathrop had been knocked unconscious. Drayle had brought the Marshal back to his own quarters; he had revived there, stating at the time that he was all right, and would proceed to his destination by ’bus a little later. The Marshal had asked the orderly if he, Drayle, wanted anything—to be reminded that the orderly’s leave was overdue; Drayle had asked if he could be spared for the weekend. The Marshal had given him indefinite leave, making out the paper at the time.


  Lathrop shook his head slightly, knowing that he had been at work all day. He had returned to his quarters, on foot, just half an hour ago.


  Something was up; that was certain—but the meaning and extent was obscure. It was better that Drayle suspect nothing .now. He returned the paper to the orderly.


  “May I send for your surgeon, sir?” asked the man, anxiously.


  Lathrop nodded. “Please do. I am sorry about this; your leave will go on as I told you before. Dismiss.” He made a casual gesture with his hand, and watched the orderly run toward the communication-booth.


  Luisa? Very likely—it could well be that she was up to something. Then another thought struck Lathrop, and sent him striding rapidly out into the street, where he hailed a cab and climbed in . . .


  An imposter! This time, then, it might not be Luisa alone—but Luisa and Thomas.
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  ON THE BUS, Captain Small made himself grey and insignificant, and scribbled busily in his book, blackening his tongue at a curious rate, and wearing the expression of a man whose relationship with addition is one of armed truce. In the seat before him, two much more outstanding citizens were talking worriedly, in rasping whispers. Just before the ’bus arrived, one of them said the phrase, “Cave-In” loud enough for several people besides Small to hear it. Small drew a line beneath his column of figures and sat back; he would by-pass this community. The two gentlemen, talking of their own accord, would do much better than the Earthman could.


  This completed the column of figures, so far as he was concerned. For some time, while the two duplicates were working their several ways toward disparate objectives; Captain Small had quite legitimately led the life of a Venusian businessman, and had done nothing at all—because he was not quite sure of his grounds. As a Security agent, he had been used to working as a counter-espionage officer. It took him a little time to assimilate an opposite position, because counterspying is based on having everything to begin with, and using it properly. He knew he could not learn enough about the Venusian government to operate in his usual way.


  But the duplicates could be assisted very easily. While they were developing whatever true individuality might be possible to them, he—Small—could foster public unrest. The very thing which had made the Captain’s work difficult on Earth, would make the duplicates’ operations easy, here on Venus.


  And on Venus, creating such unrest was simple.


  It was no problem to imagine the touchstone of fear which must be common to an underground civilization.


  Suffocation!


  By whatever agency: fire, disease, structural collapse—there would be always that basic claustrophobia. The people of invincible Venus suffered from shortness of breath.


  Thus Small had put on his drummer’s clothes, and gone out to place his thumbs gently on the Venusian windpipe; and when he heard the phrase, “Cave-in”, he knew he had done what he could.


  8


  Cave-In


  DANTON-NELS looked at the slow smile on Luisa’s face and chuckled inside. There was one advantage of being a woman’s man in a uniquely-accurate sense: he found himself to be gifted with a rather one-sided understanding of a woman’s moods. But there was something masculine about Luisa which both blocked and titivated his intuition, and he knew he could not trust it with her.


  He would have to regard her more as a man, so long as their bodies were separate—except upon occasions when she relapsed into the female, and where he found he understood her thoroughly.


  “Success has made you handsomer, Armand,” she was saying. “I’m really amazed. I expected you to turn into a stuffed shirt when you took over; and for awhile you seemed to be doing just that. But then you changed, and now you’re . . . well, mellowing a little. You still have your periods of looking noble, but they aren’t the same as before. You aren’t letting yourself be taken in by your own propaganda.”


  She stepped closer to him, and wound her arms around his neck casually. “I never dreamed that you could be such a delightful scoundrel, darling. That plan of yours for handling the underground just took my breath away.”


  A flash of intuition struck Danton-Nels—a certainty that, for the first time since he had known this woman, she was expressing her true feelings.


  “But please don’t look noble too often around me, my sweet; it makes me want to kick you. Save it for the people.”


  “I can’t help the way I look,” Danton-Nels replied. “And I’m not looking noble right now, either. This expression is just my pained look. I feel that I should know the answer—that in fact, I do know it—but I can’t seem to get at it.” He knew that there was a hidden aspect of the relation between Lathrop and Luisa, one still obscure to him; he could sense it in the way she looked at him.


  There it was again—something that flitted across her face like a shadow. The thought grew in him that time was running out, that unless he fitted the pieces together soon—and did whatever she expected of Lathrop, in addition to these unexpected things that now elicited frank admiration—he would have lost.


  “Exactly,” she said with satisfaction. “Before you got into the saddle, you had too much determination to worry over whether things were going your way. You went out and made them go your way. Now—you worry.”


  So that was it. The thing about Lathrop which had made this woman choose him was the one trait which Danton-Nels, of all the duplicates, lacked. Well . . . Danton-Tamara wouldn’t have been any good, either.


  But none of the various elements he had, Danton-Nels saw now, could quite replace this basic quality. Lathrop bulled ahead, regardless of obstacles; now he moved slowly, now quickly, but he never asked the cost. Danton-Nels realized what it was Luisa expected of him, and knew that he could not possibly win. His only chance was to keep her amused and try to simulate what he lacked, for a time. Time. Time. Spar for time, that was it, until he had discovered precisely what he could do, and strike one telling blow, quickly.


  Lusia sees Lathrop as a super tank, he thought; Marcia saw Paul Danton as a rapier. Can they be reconciled?


  It wasn’t just strength; Danton-Nels had that, and knew it. It was the particular type of strength Luisa demanded of her man.


  Then, another thing came to him; yes, there was one way in which he might dazzle her as a rapier—one thing which Luisa would never be able to understand in another person, particularly in a man: the feminine.


  He smiled slowly and said, “So I’m going soft, eh?”


  She shook her head, but he wouldn’t let her speak. He threw back his hair, nostrils flaring. “What do you know of my problems? What do you know of the technique of consolidating power? . . . Oh, you can plot and conspire well enough . . . all the inner-chamber work which doesn’t require anything more than slipperiness and sex. But what does that mean when power is sitting in your hand, and you are the ‘have’ instead of the ‘have-not’ ?”


  HE SAW by the look on her face that this had taken her aback, and he shifted quickly from one shade of relevance to another, making a coruscation of meaningless brilliance, his voice increasing in intensity as he berated her. Finally, she silenced him by pressing her lips against his.


  He pushed her away firmly. “You think a kiss will solve everything, don’t you? Mama make it well, eh?” He thrust his fist into his side, the way Lathrop did in his public speeches and laughed; called her some choice, epithets, and laughed harder. Then, before she could answer, he seized her shoulders and thrust his lips against hers with all the brute force he could muster.


  When he released her, Luisa was trembling. “Armand,” she stammered, “I’m not complaining; I’m enjoying it. But it’s hardly an opportune change. Do you know what the people are calling you?”


  He dropped the role abruptly, and nodded. “I’ve heard the talk, although at second-hand. They say I’ve sold out to Earth, for the promise of a viceroy’s post. I half-expected this—it was impossible to hide the fact that I stopped the attack—and no promise of future resumption when we’re better prepared is going to placate a war-lust that’s been growing this long.”


  He picked up his gloves, drew them on, and smiled at her. “You can earn your keep, wench, by thinking up some subtle repressive measures. . . . Not that I couldn’t,” he half-stifled a yawn, “but I have other matters to attend to. Now . . . come here and tell me how much you’ll miss me until I get back.”


  “Armand—wait!” Luisa walked across the chamber to the ’visor. “Hear it first-hand, for a change,” she said. “Your spy-system is getting lax.”


  The screen lit, and a roar swept through the room. Lathrop’s taxi had gotten as far as 3d Street, at a fair pace, but a mob had slowed it to a crawl there. Danton-Nels could see him standing in the back seat, a gun in each fist, a picture of uniformed fury. His mouth was distorted, moving angrily, but nothing could be heard of his voice.


  “Who’s that?” Danton-Nels snapped. He strode over to the set, drew off a glove, and valved the taxi up until it filled the whole screen. The set’s selectors automatically muted the surrounding sounds, as their sources moved beyond the boundaries of the image; in a moment, Lathrop’s great, taurine voice was bawling directly into Danton-Nels’ face, against a surf-like background.


  “Get out of the way, you fools! You’re just making things worse!”


  A woman’s head popped up, Picasso-like, from the corner of the frame of the screen. “Imposter!”


  “Get out of the way!” Lathrop’s voice roared. “I don’t want to have to shoot, but . . .”


  With a quick jerk, Danton-Nels cut the scene off, and dialed for Military Center. The call, of course, would have to be routed a good distance along Venus’ central-less network, a web spun by a spider who had flunked his Euclid; there would be a delay. Whether it would be enough to Lathrop through the mob to Thomas’ offices was another matter.


  Danton-Nels spun on Luisa. “Who’s that?”


  “How should I know?” she countered. “He’s what you see—someone the Earth Party has denounced as an imposter.”


  “Why hasn’t he been picked up?”


  “I’ve no authority to order it, and Thomas didn’t know which of you was which. I would have told him that you were the imposter, except that you’re so satisfactory, I’d just as soon you weren’t.” Her voice softened, then. “I’ve never known a man like you, Armand.”


  DANTQN-NELS looked properly baffled. “Let that go,” he said. “Damned if I know how the Earth Party tells one from the other, anyhow—they’ve been obeying me well enough, but . . .”


  The visor buzzed. A thoroughly-frightened major stared guiltily at Danton-Nels. “Yessir?”


  “Can you get a ’copter in the air in sector 74? Is the cavern big enough?”


  “Yessir, but . . .”


  “There’s a man being mobbed near 3d Street there. Send a squad around to break up the jam, and pick the man up—bring him to me in the plane.”


  The major looked as if he were about to burst into tears. “Begging your pardon, Marshal, but . . .”


  “Well, go on,” Danton-Nels said, impatiently; “you’ve nothing to be afraid of.”


  “There’s a word going around that you’re an imposter,” the officer explained, all in a rush. “I thought it was you being mobbed—that is—I can’t send a squad because they’re in the mob. Most of the public-safety officers have gone over, with the Army, to the Earth Party, and they’re passing out weapons to the people. Most of the surplus arms-caches that were supposed to go along with General Mann’s raid have been broken into . . .”


  “All right, never mind the squad,” Danton-Nels interrupted. “Get that plane ready, and send it over to Director Thomas’ field.”


  Luisa took a quick step forward, and grasped his arm. “Armand, you’re not . . .”


  He turned off the set, and brushed her away. “Going over there? Of course. Don’t you realize, my dear, that a man who’s a dead ringer for me can be nothing but an Earth spy?” Danton-Nels smiled grimly at the expression on her face. “No dissident group on Venus has the organization to comb the planet for doubles. That man is a sledgehammer directed at our whole governmental organization. Be thankful for the Earth Party, since none of my pinhead officials had the nerve to denounce him.”


  He started for the ramp, knowing that the last scene was about to start. And now, he knew exactly what the real Lathrop would have said and done; it fitted, and he chose to follow. Danton-Nels stopped at the ramp, and added: “Better not plan anything ambitious on this, my sweet. I can almost see the wheels in your pretty head spinning—but think this over: I know exactly what has happened, and I’m a little astonished to find that I know more about it than you do.”


  He went out.
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  LUISA STOOD in the room, alone with her fury, the fact of Danton-Nels’ rightness lashing her. It was one thing to find a man who didn’t kowtow to her the way the rest did, but it was something else to find him ahead of her on a crucial thing like this.


  The doubles were here; that was all she new. How many of them there were; how many of them were perfect enough to fool even her; what their seemingly-senseless movements meant—no Venusian knew any of this. She had thought that the sudden knowledge would throw Lathrop off his trolley, throw him back into a position of dependence upon her.


  For a moment, she felt a pang of regret. Why couldn’t he have been a little less self-sufficient?


  The moment passed, and she knew what to do in the lack of any other source of information. Thomas would know; Thomas always knew.


  Which meant . . .


  Thomas had other sources of information.


  And there was only one other source: the Earth.


  Luisa snatched up an abbreviated jacket and flung it on. On her way, out, the framed photo of Lathrop caught her eye; for a moment, she stopped before it, hands clenched before her. Then one arm lashed forward, and the picture slammed face-down on the desk. The old-Earth glass cracked sharply, and Luisa stormed out of the room, all pose of grace forgotten. Her heels cracked like pistol-shots in the spiral staircase which led down toward the Dome.


  It was “the” Dome; there were others on Venus, but this one was the giant of them all. On another planet, so prodigious a cavern would have been filled nearly to the top with ancient oil, and the rest of the way with gas under pressure. On Venus, it was only a cavern, for Venus’ only life was Earthly. An atmosphere containing formaldehyde does not nurture children of its own.


  The staircase entered the Dome through a tap in its roof, and wound like a thin spring down a quarter-mile height at its perimeter. On the floor, humpbacked machines crawled, ranking like an army of snails. Above them, on a tiny platform clinging precariously to the stone, something almost manlike sat: Thomas.


  LUISA’S heels clacked along the cat-walk which led from the stairway’s first landing to that platform. For a while, Thomas did not appear to notice her, and she fumed in silence. She saw that he was nearly surrounded by a set of portable ’visors, and had a map spread clumsily across his blubbery thighs.


  “No sign of anything yet,” one of the visors was reporting as she came within earshot. “I think it’s a false alarm.”


  “Cover it, anyhow. We won’t be around to say, ‘It never happened before’, if it does happen.” Without looking up, and in the same tone of voice, he continued, “Hello Luisa. Have you heard this damn cave-in rumor?”


  “Yes, I’ve heard it,” she grated. “I’ve sense enough not to credit it.”


  “So have I, so have I. But if we don’t prepare for it all the same, we’ll have the populace on our necks; they’re terrified. And they know that Venus’, major fault-line reaches up to the floor of the Dome, so I’ve got the duralith squad here in mass. The first little tremor that shows its head will get-a squirt of cement that could prop the whole planet up, right in its volcanic little puss.”


  She waited to hear a chuckle, but none came. “Strange, isn’t it?” he went on. “That private chamber of mine—the one you’ve been so curious about—is just about down there where the major vulcanism should occur, if this planet ever had any. I’ll admit that it’s hot down there, but . . .”


  Luisa found her voice at last. “Shut up, Thomas. I’m about fed up with your schoolboy ironicisms. Cave-ins! The planet’s rocking on its real political foundations, and here you sit in the puddle of your own fat, playing with duralith mixtures! I’d ask you if you realized, that there seem to be half a hundred duplicate Lathrops upstairs—if I didn’t know they were all Earthmen, and that you brought them here.”


  He looked at her mildly, but there was something about it that sent a chill through her. “I did nothing of the kind. And as far as any real rocking goes, do you think I really care?”


  “You have the brass to deny it?” she choked.


  “Certainly. For all I know, Lathrop’s done it himself. There are old legends of some sort of duplication process—or machine. He may have decided to multiply himself and consolidate a lot of positions at once.” She felt his eyes upon her again, in that same manner, bland and somehow dead. “You’re just finding out that you underestimated the man, Luisa.”


  She stared at him, speechless.


  “Thomas is not omniscient,” the other droned, dictating once more to his secret history. “Fie never was, but he chose to play the part when others seemed to expect it of him. He amused himself with justice, taking time to arrange for punishments that did not fit the crime, but the criminal. Luisa’s had been arranged; she had already started to die.”


  Luisa concealed showing an instant’s feeling of horror just a second too soon. “Thomas!” she whispered.


  The Director seemed to awaken. “You’ll have to admit to yourself that you have been outgeneraled, at last, my dear—and that wound is fatal. You wanted immortality too much. It never pays to want anything; the universe ploughs on, regardless, and it is much worse for it to remember you than to forget you.”


  She said, dully, “You’ve out-doublecrossed me, Thomas. I kept some faith with myself, at least.”


  “Another mistake . . . and false, to boot. Your faith was based on nothing, for you are nothing. You have lost your control, Luisa, and there are only blunders and miscalculations ahead for you. Thomas has no idea which one will be your last, but it will be fairly soon.


  “Lathrop kept the same faith you did . . . now look.” The Director did not seem to move, but the screen facing Luisa lit up, and the scene far above at 3d Street faced her again.


  “Watch it carefully, Luisa. It’s a lesson in desire—one you might have grasped had I chosen to show you earlier.”


  “That’s a lie, Thomas. You . . .”


  “My whole life has been built on lies, Luisa, and one of the best has been my legend of immortality. You will never find the secret, because there never was one; I may even die before you do.” Thomas heaved himself up and grasped the. railing; standing at last, he summoned the two attendants. When they came, the Director began to waddle away from the platform.


  Luisa watched him, suddenly feeling almost as heavy as this thing that had once been a man. Thomas paused on the catwalk and said, “Have you found out yet what I do in the vault? No? Well, I shan’t tell you, but I’ll give you a hint, my dear. It’s something I could do just as easily anywhere else. . . . If you have the courage, come down and see it, when the Lathrop drama has played itself out. I’ll leave the way open for you.”


  She felt frozen as she crouched, hands behind her on the railing, her exquisite body bent to watch the screen.
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  IN A SMALL, carefully-selected whispering-gallery at the base of the Dome, Captain Small sat calmly on a metal drum, swinging his feet, and following the progress of the seconds on his wristwatch. At zero, that drum would have to roll.
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  IN A QUONSET hut on the surface of Venus, Danton-Small demoted his other self to the rank of Colonel, and began to explain something complicated to an invisible auditor.
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  IN THE OFFICE recently quitted by Luisa, Enfield heard himself appointed Director of Venus by someone he had hated for twenty years: someone he thought was Marshal Lathrop.
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  FAR OUT beyond the catwalk, the figures of Thomas and the two nurses toiled down the spiral staircase toward the vault beneath the Dome.
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  AT 3D STREET, the helicopter settled gently down beside Lathrop’s taxi, and the crowd milled around it. The driver saw an opening, and tried to inch the car toward it; the mob blocked him again. Lathrop raised his guns.
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  CAPTAIN SMALL lowered his arm, and got up off the drum, which began to roll noisily down the ramp leading from the gallery; the heavygauge ball-bearings inside it did their best to roll along with it, and ominous rumblings sounded all around the caverns.


  At the same instant, Enfield started down the top of the spiral staircase; and Thomas and his attendants reached its bottom and disappeared into the depths.


  Danton-Small finished his explanation, and said, “Now!”


  Danton-Nels fell headfirst from the helicopter’s port, never feeling the bullets that riddled him, and the crowd buried Lathrop in a tidal-wave of fury.
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  AND IN THE Dome, the “cave-in” began. For a few second, Luisa did not hear it; she watched Danton-Nels die, and knew then that she had almost loved him. The lynching of Lathrop touched her not at all. Now she knew part, at least, of the deceit that had been played, for the Lathrop who swung gently from a girder—light glinting on his medals, for all the filth and blood of his tattered uniform—was the man she had helped to power. She would never know who this stranger had been.


  Then came an undeniable sound, a distant rumble that became a roar, then a roll of thunder. The steel deck of the platform sang with it.


  All the screens came alight at once. Luisa looked desperately into the desperate faces staring at her, and grabbed futilely at the map. It showed spots along the floor of the Dome where action was needed at once, but she found that she could not read them.


  The noise grew, and the platform seemed about to shake loose from the wall. She knew she must do something now—no matter how meaningless. Again she was deadly cold, poised.


  And in that moment, she smiled her sweetest smile.


  “There’s an opening at the foot of the stairs,” she called out, above the din, her voice clear and without a touch of hysteria. “Who’s in that area?”


  One of the men on the screen shouted back, “That’s my sector—number 6835-F.”


  “Fill it!”


  “The stairwell?”


  “Yes.”


  Down on the floor, the snails converged upon the spot. From their snouts, streams of impregnable duralith vomited after Thomas.


  Almost at once, the noise seemed to lessen. The faces in the screens harkened tautly, then—one by one—relaxed. The snails backed away from the filled shaft; one of them crunched obliviously over a metal drum, which had rolled out from a side-gallery, and ball-like objects scattered like so many marbles along the floor of the Dome. The echoes died.


  Thomas had not found death—but he had his eternal tomb.


  Luisa listened to the terrible silence; then the feet of Enfield’s escort rang tocsins into it along the catwalk. She prepared herself, with a last defiant glance in Thomas’ direction. In a moment, she would say, “Thank God you’ve come!” and make it convincing.


  She saw Enfield, and saw that there was no look of triumph on his face, no lifting of the sad veil that covered him. Luisa knew then part of what Thomas had meant. Here was a man without desire, the one man among them who never lusted for power. He would accept power, take it as just another burden to be borne, as well as he could bear it. It would bring him nothing but duty and responsibility, with perhaps an occasional moment of near-satisfaction at a job well done; but no joy.


  She started toward him, but Enfield was not looking at her. The voice of Danton-Small, saying, “You’re the last, and the viceroy of Venus in Earth’s eyes”, still rang in his ears. He stopped then, and seemed to see who was in front of him for the first time.


  She started to speak, but Enfield lifted his finger and pointed, turning his eyes slightly to the guard beside him.


  “Kill that woman!”


  9


  Drive-Wheel


  JOACHIM BURGD was not a man given to flinching, even from his own thoughts. He looked at the dead guard, then at Danton-Burgd, and said levelly, “I expected you.”


  Danton-Burgd shrugged. “I suppose you did. You seem to be one up on all of us, up to now.”


  The Antarctican smiled. “No; I should say that we are even. I did not prepare for you. You are quite at liberty to kill me, here and now—and what is more, you will get away with it. I have left instructions to let you pass under any conditions.” His expression changed slightly. “I am sorry, though, that you had to kill my sergeant. He had no guilt but ignorance.”


  Danton-Burgd felt the blood rising in his face. For a moment, he debated burning down the Antarctican on the spot; only the urgency of his need to know stopped him. “Sorry!” he said thickly. “Sorry for one death—you who have engineered so many?”


  “Yes,” replied Burgd, inclining his head. “I have engineered many, and I am sorry for those deaths, and for this one. I shall be sorry, too, if I die, and especially at your hands. In some strange sense, you are a son of mine. But it was necessary, Paul Danton-Burgd; believe me; every move. It was monstrous, criminal, and any other epithet you wish to use—but it had to be done. Now that it is done, my own end is of little matter, except to me; and if this is my time, I am ready.”


  “You’re tricking me again,” the duplicate accused. “You can’t talk me out of it. Your hands are bloody—as bloody as those of any tyrant you and the others were supposed to make obsolete for all time. You made the War—and the last shred of reason for it was gone before you came to power.”


  There was a short silence. Burgd did not even bother to nod.


  “Won’t you tell me why?” Danton-Burgd felt that his voice was close to breaking, as he continued, “I can’t promise to let you live—that’s out of the question. But won’t you explain, anyhow? Was there any reason? Or—are you—”


  “Mad?” the Antarctican finished, softly. “I think not. . . . Do you remember talking to me, the night before the Duplication process?”


  “Yes,” Danton-Burgd replied, them paused. “I—no, it wasn’t—”


  “Yes, it was you,” Burgd said quietly. “I told you then that I thought Security obsolete. I am an anarch, as any man who hopes for peace must be.


  “We had supposed that peace had come when the Peace Orders were issued; but it had not. There was only the illusion of peace, a dangerous, unstable thing, Paul. Remember . . . Security had cowed the world into submission; and as long as Security maintained its military apparatus, the nations would remain cowed, and war would be unknown. But after a few centuries of such peace, would Security loosen its grip, relinquish its power?”


  “It hasn’t,” Danton-Burgd admitted.


  “This is a special case, but the answer is still no. Security could not relax its control, in any event. It was absolute, subject to no check and no recall; the Pro-Earth Party was right, from the first, when it predicted that the world Security Council would become a tyranny—as any such unlimited power-group must—based on the fear of war. There would always be the shadow, if not the threat—the fear that the moment Security allowed its governmental apparatus to dwindle, some nationalist movement would create a new conflict.


  “That was the choice: a form of world authoritarianism, or world wars, one after another, so long as further ones were possible. The peoples of the world chose to support this dictatorship—benevolent, but nonetheless a tyranny which controlled the life of every citizen, at all times.”


  THE ANTARCTICAN paused, and Danton-Burgd saw a change in the other’s features as he stood, seemingly in reminiscence; Burgd’s face took on a curious serenity. “So,” he said, “we made our pact, Thomas and I—”


  “Thomas! Thomas of Venus?”


  “The same,” Burgd asserted. “We were men of similar misfortune. Thomas had been working on some sort of anti-atomic screen. He did not find.it; he never found it; but he did find something worse: a peculiar form of cancer which would make a man immortal if he cared to pay the price. . . . I, in my turn, was a son of one of the men who Bombed the icecap.”


  “You’re an Immune?”


  Burgd stretched and nodded. “Yes; long-lived, though not immortal like Thomas; but, like all Immunes, with my own particular penalties to pay. . . . I estimate that Thomas must now be a mountain of a man—too large even to move under his own power, or nearly so. I have not asked him, and he has not told me that; but he has told me that his time approaches. Thomas’ body, or what it has become, will live forever—but his sentience will not; he said he was beginning to have difficulty speaking, the last time we talked, and that speech would be the first to go.


  “As for me—well, you know the cross mutants bear, even when they do not look like mutants. I am, among other things, sterile . . .”


  Burgd cocked his head, purred a little the way he did on the televised Security sessions, but Danton-Burgd could feel something different about it.


  “We made a pact, as I said,” the Antarctican continued. “Thomas would join the professional patriots and dispossessed bureaucrats who wanted to escape to Venus, and give them his Greek gift of the Thomas screen.”


  Danton-Burgd’s eyes narrowed. “Just a moment,” he said tightly. “You told me just now that he didn’t find it.”


  “Correct, and I repeat: he did not. Everything that has been fired at Venus has been pre-set to detonate at the proper distance. Thomas arranged similar demonstrations of his own on Venus. There never was any screen around Venus!” He paused reflectively. “You can see why the Screen Team has had such a rough time of it.”


  Danton-Burgd shook his head. “You made the war,” he repeated doggedly. “What do the circumstances matter? You and Thomas made the world pay for your immortalities. . . . I know the penalties Immunes pay. One of them is the way they must die, if they die at all—and you’ve earned that death!”


  He looked for some trace of fear on the other’s face, but Joachim Burgd’s expression did not change. “Of course,” he whispered; “I took pains to make sure that you knew. . . . I do not care about this now, because my task is finished. The war is over, and it has been carried on in the only way such a war could. be carried on, without reducing mankind to savagery. Without atomics.”


  BURGD LAUGHED softly at the stunned expression on the duplicate’s face. “It looks as if you are beginning to see. Now . . . what have we accomplished, Thomas and I?


  “First: we have channeled off all residual nationalisms into hatred of Venus.


  “Second: we have allowed a generation to grow up on Earth without a knowledge of national hatreds.


  “Third: we have created a planetwide government, which is already completely decentralized, except for its military objectives—and these have nothing to do with Earth at all.


  “Fourth: we have ended these military aims with a minimum of bloodshed; without conquest on either side, and its attendant sufferings and disillusion, and breeding-grounds for new wars—without anything really happening at all!”


  Danton-Burgd found himself listening, spellbound. But some shred of memory was pulling at him—something Burgd had told Paul Danton. . . . Ah, yes—that was it. He looked at the Antarctican sadly, and said, “And this was the last war, Mr. Burgd? But you told my original that the ‘this is the last war line has been used again, and again, and again—every time some scoundrel or idealist or combination of both wanted to justify the one they were about to start.”


  Burgd nodded. “I make no such claim,” he said softly. “Do you remember your history, Paul? War after war, and each one sowing the seeds of the larger one to come; so long as a defeated nation was permitted to exist at all, national pride demanded that the injury be avenged; that the territories and economic losses be restored, and so on.


  “If I believed that this were indeed the last war—even though I may hope it was—and acted on that belief, then I would be mad. What Thomas and I did was to break the chain-reaction of war.


  “The people of this planet, for centuries, have wanted peace; today, the people of Earth and Venus want only peace. But this is the difference that we have made: there’s no dead hand of past wars dragging the people away from peace—no ground on which a warlord can stand and create a new conflict for the salving of national pride. . . . I do not suppose that you have any idea of what the name ‘Enfield’ means—but a man by that name is now Director of Venus. Enfield has been fighting for peace with Earth for twenty years—and your brothers helped him to get into the driver’s seat there.


  “Earth has a new colony—though not in the old-fashioned, imperial sense—a colony on a planet she would never have reached had she been torn by international wars. This conflict Thomas and I created is over, without atomics ever having been used. . . . And Security’s rule—as anything like an absolute power—is through; it will become only a token organization, now that the problem which we created for it is solved.”


  Burgd stood up, tall before his brainchild.


  “We did it, Thomas and I. We waged peace on the world—on two worlds. Thomas told me long ago that he had condemned himself to the cancer of immortality for the game’s sake. I played my part for pride, and I have reason for pride.


  “We lived to kill fear itself, and did it.”


  His hand grasped his shirt and ripped it away. “You know how to kill an Immune, Paul Danton-Burgd,” the Antarctican said. “I ask one favor: use your hands. Put down that gun—it’s obsolete.”


  Danton-Burgd wiped his forehead with his free hand . . . then tossed the gun at Burgd’s feet. He remained motionless for a little while, then shook his head.


  “No,” he said. “No. The little wheels run by faith—that much I knew a long time ago, or my original did. But I see now that the big wheel ran by the grace of God, just as the song says. . . . —I’m going, Mr. Burgd.”


  HE STARTED to turn, but paused at the other’s voice. “Wait!


  You—you are going back to the ProEarth Party? They’ll kill you, Paul.”


  Danton-Burgd nodded, his throat dry. “I know,” he whispered. “They’ll kill me.” He thought a moment. “Not on the spot, but I’ll be disgraced and expelled; then, not too long after, I’ll have a fatal accident. . . . But it doesn’t matter, now. I’m a superfluous man, anyhow. . . . What would you have me do? I can’t kill you now; and I can’t hope to stay alive any other way.”


  There was a broad smile on the Antarctican’s face. “Paul, Paul, where is the little wheel’s faith? Don’t you know that I have aces up my sleeve?” He took Danton-Burgd by the shoulder. “You are my son. I know your mind well,’ because I made it. Earth needs you; Security can use you; and I . . . I want you, Paul. I won’t let you sacrifice yourself.”


  “But . . .”


  “No buts. We still have the Duplication machine; that is my ace. We shall use it to make a duplicate of a duplicate, with Tamara as the operator I know very well what Tamara thinks of revolutionaries who fail in their assigned tasks . . . the new duplicate will share her view of his status. He will go willingly back to the ProEarth Party to be judged and degraded and finally executed—before he is anything more than a robot we made—before he can become a person. . . . Does that suit you?”


  Danton-Burgd could not speak.


  “Very well,” Burgd said. “That will leave us together, to face the new era, the Age of Peace. We haven’t made peace once and for all; we’ve just made it possible. It must be defended as vigorously as any conquest won in war—but the longer it’s maintained, the greater the inertia on our side, rather than against us.” He nodded. “I make only one condition.”


  “If there is really something I can do,” Danton-Burgd said, “I’ll do anything.”


  “Will you change your name to Burgd?” the Antarctican asked softly.


  The duplicate man took a slow, deep breath, as he felt pride flowing in an increasing torrent through his veins, like a spring freshet. He was not merely a duplicate now; cell by cell, he was becoming a human being.


  He swallowed and looked up. The Antarctican stood waiting, his head slightly tilted, his face in repose, eyes glowing with the immense humanity which he had concealed so long, so craftily, and to such enormous purpose.


  “Yes,” the younger man said. “Yes . . . Dad.”


  EPILOGUE


  Excerpt from a letter to Burgd:


  “. . . No, no, my dear, I will hear no more protestations from you; I am going to retire and you are going to take my place. Don’t pretend that you won’t enjoy it. Marcia Nels is going to be nothing more than Mrs. Paul Danton, from here on out; we are both content to have it so . . .


  “Your new son seems to have handled the Johannesburg affair with extraordinary finesse; I am so glad for you, Joachim! Also, I have heard today from Danton-Small, who continues to be most reassuring (and I have told him to communicate with you in the future!) He believes that he can keep the Earth Party quite happy with Enfield; he has delegated them as a sort of secret police, and given them absurdly-complicated things to do. As for the good Captain himself, Agent Small has disappeared, though I believe his brainchild knows where to find him. Evidently Captain Small has settled down into Venusian life. My advice would be to let him do so, for he wasn’t political by nature, but only a man willing to do well what was assigned him. He has earned his rest.


  “The Pro-Earth Party, here, continues to keep a sharp eye on Security’s deliberations—I tell you this for your guidance, Joachim—and they’ll watch you, too. They still fear for Venus, and any move Security may make toward recentralizing will be regarded as a war-move by their leadership. You may depend upon them to act in a way that will help you, if there is any resurgence of authoritarianism in the future. (They won’t tolerate any tyranny except their own, Paul adds.) I agree that our dummy government is not likely to do anything so foolish with such vigilantes on its neck, so you may congratulate yourself on a total victory over me; I would never have believed it possible, without your graphic demonstration.


  “You know, there was talk about building a statue to me—Marcia Nels, heroine of the Venusian war? The project has died of its own weight, to my complete satisfaction. Who is to say where the real heroism lies? I would put it in you, but you refuse it most resolutely.


  “Was there any real hero, Joachim? I have examined all the evidence, but I must confess I can find none—or else too many.


  “Godspeed, my dear.


  —Marcia”


  Postcard from Burgd to Marcia Nels Danton:


  “There is, indeed, one real hero. His name is Man.”


  The Last Man in the Moon


  James Blish and Michael Sherman


  He dreamed of being the first man to land on the lunar sphere, and, in a sense, his dreams came true . . .


  THIS STORY is about a person who, all his life, wanted to mean something to somebody else, and never did. But he was the last man in the moon. Which at least makes the tale a “tragedy with a happy ending.” Humphrey Clews, to make an understatement, was startling to look upon. He was born to a couple of pecker wood dirt farmers down in Hicksville, Georgia. His mother was a high-grade moron and his father an illiterate drunkard. From birth he was a basket case, without arms or legs. He looked like Tweedle-dum and Tweedle-dee. His mother, whose favorite movie star was Humphrey Bogart, gave him that unfortunate first name. Soon everybody in the neighborhood was calling him Humpty Dumpty. Even his father, who ranted and raved, “The likes o’ him is a gob o’ spit in the eye o’ The Almighty”, also called him by that nickname.


  There were the usual things of an unhappy childhood; very little love; his father slapping him when he cried, or taking away any stray pets which showed affection for the child. At the age of four, his well-meaning but addlewitted mother took to placing him out in front of the shanty on a scraggly patch of grass while she went about her chores out back. Soon all the Hicksville urchins were rushing out to stare and jeer at Humpty Dumpty. They would roll him all over the front yard like a gigantic Easter Egg until his mother, hearing the racket, would come running with a pitchfork to his rescue.


  And so it went. It’s a wonder all this didn’t turn Humphrey into a psychopathic monster.


  When he was twelve, his father sold him to a traveling carnival, claiming that Humphrey was a midget. Thus he became a major attraction among the carnival’s freak menagerie of bearded ladies, the hermaphrodite, the rubber man, and others.


  Three years later, a psychologist on vacation, doing a paper on the intelligence-quotient of circus and carnival freaks, got around to catching the particular show Humphrey was traveling with.


  He learned that Humpty Dumpty—as he was billed and costumed after—had learned to read, and that was about all. Nevertheless, with Humpty’s and the manager’s consent, Dr. Fox had the boy carried over to his autotrailer for testing. For those who couldn’t write, the questions, microfilmed, were shot onto a large screen and the answers marked down orally. The testing took three hours, with the Doctor more or less automatically punching the proper keys of a small manuel IBM cardex to correspond with Humphrey’s answer-numbers.


  The boy was then carried away and Dr. Fox spent the rest of the afternoon and evening processing all the cards for that day through an automatic grader. He wearily added up the scores, as usual seeing nothing outstanding, until he came to card 14. Half-rising from his chair, he almost dropped. Humpty Dumpty had a higher IQ than his testor! Assuring himself there had been no mistake, Dr. Fox slowly relaxed and stared for a long time off into nothing.


  That night, after the side shows closed, the psychologist had a long talk with Humpty, and ended up by giving him a Rorschach test. Just as Fox suspected, the boy was practically devoid of all emotional feeling—or rather in conscious expression of emotion; everything was pent up tighter than a drum. The old business of no love of kindness. Fox stopped his musings-and looked up at Humpty. With proper conditioning and tutoring, he felt that Humpty would someday be famous; it would be a wonderful opportunity to mold the psychological makeup of a potential genius.


  “How would you like to come and live with ire, Humphrey?”


  Humphrey’s expressionless blue button eyes stared right through him. “Will ya gimme all the books I wanna read?”


  That was answer enough for Dr. Fox.


  NEXT CAME the complex rigamarole of adopting the boy. This took the rest of the summer; but by fall, Humphrey Clews—complete with tutor, and a companion to act as his hands—was installed in the doctor’s mansion. Fox realized the child’s need for companionship his own age, but was afraid to invite any of the neighborhood children; they might aberrate Humphrey still further. He already was about as withdrawn as you could get and still operate efficiently on a conscious level.


  Finally he hit upon his 13 year old niece, a bright child and about as unneurotic as they come. It would be an added expense—she and her mother—but Fox felt it was worth it. Immediately upon their arrival, he indoctrinated Ginger regarding Humphrey and his condition, and added that she must try and make him laugh; Fox was quite certain the boy had never laughed. Before introducing the two, however, he allowed Ginger, unseen, to get used to Humphrey’s appearance. Despite being a basket case, Fox decided, the boy wouldn’t be too bad-looking once the glandular shots got under way for excessive obesity. The child had rather regular features, and now that his hair was no longer combed like Humpty Dumpty’s, his face had taken on the appearance of an average adolescent.


  The introduction went just as he suspected it would. Ginger’s greeting was ignored; Humphrey only stared at her blankly, as if he were staring at just another carnival rubber-necker. The situation continued for several days as Ginger, with her own tutor, sat at the opposite end of the room from him. Then Fox noticed Humphrey more and more looking up from his studies and over to Ginger. She was already a beauty, Fox thought, with her light brown hair and dimpled cheeks. Wait ’til she was in full bloom.


  One day the ice was broken.


  Ginger brought over to his table a glass enclosed cross-section of a living ant colony, “These are my ants. Want to watch them?”


  He didn’t say anything, but she could tell by the way he craned his neck forward and stared, that he did. She went away and left him with them until supper-time. On her way in to wash, she asked him what he thought of them.”


  “They’re wonderful.” This was the first time he had ever spoken to her, although she had heard his warm southern accent before. “Thanks, Gi-Ginger. Wish I had something to show you.”


  “You can show me where I’m going wrong in my geometry paper-cutout problems after supper, if you like.”


  Months later, another incident occurred. But this one could have ended in disaster.


  Humphrey, who had a silent agreement with Ginger that she must never help him physically, had been wheeled out on his dolly into the enclosed back garden and left. Ginger joined him shortly, and they played a game of looking up into the blue spring skies and seeing who could identify the largest number of birds flying over the garden. Humphrey was ahead when suddenly he craned his neck too far and lost his balance. He toppled head-on to the cement path border; blood gushed from his head and cheek.


  Ginger had caught the whole thing out of the corner of her eye. She saw that, by some miracle, he was still conscious. She went all sick inside and thought that she was going to cry at the pain and shock he must be in. Instead, she forced herself to stare back up at the sky until the gardener—who had also seen it—could get over and put Humphrey back on his dolly.


  Then she heard someone laughing. She looked down to see Humphrey smiling at her. Actually smiling. For the first time! “It—doesn’t hurt, Ginger.”


  She suddenly realized that he knew she had seen him fall; that she had kept their agreement; and that he trusted her and would be her close friend for life.


  TEN YEARS later, a medium-sized man, wearing neatly-pressed tweeds, stood smoking a pipe and gazing out over fog shrouded San Francisco Bay. The man was Humphrey “Humpty Dumpty” Clews, one of the most brilliant electronic and mechanical engineers in the world. With the help of many willing hands—scientific and otherwise—he had gotten through the California Institute of Technology in record time.


  Tired of being known as the “master-mind on the dolly” he was no longer “Humpty Dumpty;” glandular shots had brought his weight down to what it would have been for a normal man) he had enlisted the best engineering brains in the country—who said it couldn’t be done—to design and construct, under his supervision, a harness of electrically-operated arms and legs. Almost imperceptible muscular twitchings triggered off the sensitive solonoids activating his arms and fingers. Similar twitchings in his abdomen, and where his thighs ought to have been, controlled his legs and feet. It took him a year of coordinational training before he could walk in a normal fashion. To use his hands and fingers, it took even longer. Then with his new hands, he set about constructing a really fool-proof, plastic-covered set of limbs which blended almost perfectly with the rest of his skin coloring.


  And more than for himself he had done it all for her. For Ginger. He could never have done it if it had not been for her existence.


  So here he was; all alone on the eve of the new year, 1964, the Year of the Rocket. The first Moon rocket, the rocket he’d helped to design, the rocket he was going to fly to the Moon. But this he had done more for himself.


  He’d always wanted the Moon. All his life, out of all the loneliness and unhappiness of childhood, he’d gazed up at the moon and felt a strange kind of peace. At that time, he hadn’t known it was scientifically possible to go there. But the moment he found out his whole life had been directed toward that single aim.


  Ginger, he guessed he’d loved her ever since the day he’d fallen off his dolly and she had kept her agreement. But was he really capable of love? Or was he just in love with the idea of being in love? Sometimes he didn’t know. Dr. Fox still wasn’t satisfied with his Rorschach, his emotional responses . . . a certain potential unstableness.


  Anyway, half-jokingly half-seriously, he had asked Ginger, “Why don’t you someday marry me? Her reply had been, “We’ll see.”


  That had been two years ago. In three hours, he would be meeting the boat bringing back the geological expedition which she had headed into Upper Mongolia. He hoped he’d have her answer then. And in spite of being a pessimist, he was inclined to think it would be favorable.


  HE LEFT the Nob Hill cocktail lounge and started walking slowly through the pearl-gray cottony vapors. The moaning of the foghorns, and occasional swish of a passing car, seemed the only sounds in the universe. He timed his walk just right; he arrived at pier 69 as the small freighter Seven Seas was entering the slip.


  Twenty minutes later they spotted each other and she, with a squeal of recognition, was in his arms, giving him a large kiss on the cheek. They said the usual things one says on such occasions, then jumped into a cab and up to her old recently vacated apartment overlooking the Golden Gate. He had seen to it that it was stocked with food and drink.


  “Coffee or brandy?” she said.


  “Both,” he said. She seemed to sense that this was a solemn moment for him, that he had something big on his mind.


  For an hour or more she talked about the Mongolian Expedition, their adventures, and the tremendousness of the expedition’s many finds.


  He suddenly realized she didn’t know about the rocket. “I’m going to the Moon in two days.”


  She dropped her empty cup. “What?”


  “The Project was top secret up until a couple of months ago.”


  Then she was asking him all about the rocket.


  “It’s a three-step chemical-powered affair, lox and hydrogen—pretty primitive fuel—but it’ll get me there and just back. The first step will be dropped almost immediately after blast-off, the second as soon as I break into free-fall. All they are glorified fuel tanks. The real brains of the ship, including me, will be in the third step.”


  For a moment she looked puzzled. “But how will you ever land back on Earth again?”


  “The third step has glider-wings, elevators, and jettisonable lox and hydro tanks. I’ll hit Earth’s atmosphere and glide in low enough to catapult the cabin enclosed ejection seat out and pull the three ribbon chutes.”


  For a long time she stared at him with half parted mouth and glowing eyes. “Oh, hell, I’m proud of you!” was all she said.


  They linked arms and looked into each. others faces. Finally she said, “What have they christianed this skyrocket?”


  “The Moondream.”


  She suddenly reached up and touched her lips to his cheek.


  “Ginger. I have a complete day and night free before I have to report out at White Sands—I would like to ask you to marry me—oh, I’ve thought about it a long time, ever since we were kids, when I think I fell in love with you—”


  Her eyes softened into infinite compassion and understanding. Tears welled up in her beautiful eyes. She laid a hand on his arm and very carefuliy composing herself, said in a soft voice, “I’m sorry, Humphrey, I—I . . . can’t. . . . I just couldn’t—I, I, mean . . .”


  He went dead inside. Oh, yes. I understand. You couldn’t bear the thought of going to bed with a human robot, a collection of nuts, bolts, screws, wires, tubes, solonoids, solder, steel rods, harnesses. And you still remember what Humpty Dumpty looked like the day he had his great jail and cracked his crown!


  “No! It’s not what you’re thinking!” Her hand tightened on his arm. “You . . . see . . . I—want children . . .”


  Funny. He hadn’t thought of that. Yes, he was sterile. No wonder he’d never considered the thought of children in others.


  He kissed her before leaving. They still would always be friends.


  HE SAT FOR a long time out in the dust and sun of the New, Mexican desert. Behind him towered the Project control blockhouse. In front of him towered The Moondream, reflecting the light like a thousand shimmering mirrors. He let sand slowly trickle through his fingers over and over again. What did he mean to anyone, he wondered? Why couldn’t people love him the way he loved some of them—one of them? Why couldn’t she have loved him the way he loved her? Now he was all alone. He couldn’t go on loving her forever, and there was no one else to love. Maybe that meant he wasn’t really in love. Maybe old Dr. Fox was right. He’d been through too much to ever be able to sacrifice everything for love—including loving someone forever.


  He still had the Moon.


  Suddenly a call came out over one of the loud speakers for him. He glanced at his wrist. Thirteen hours to blast-off. What were they bothering? In Control, a WAC told him the top brass had called a special meeting and he was to be there.


  They were all waiting for him; the colonel, the major, the captain, the scientists—and Rod Cameron, the stand-in pilot in case anything should happen to Humphrey at the last moment.


  The meeting was short, bitter, and to the point.


  The colonel said, “Brace yourself, Clews. After careful consideration and much last minute comparing of opinion, we’ve reached the unanimous decision that young Cameron here had better go in your place—”


  Humphrey stood expressionless, feeling like a statue about to topple.


  The colonel rushed on. “Don’t you see, man, we simply can’t risk ten million dollars work of spaceship. . . . If one of one of your legs or arms, or all of them, should have a power failure . . .”


  Humphrey’s voice sounded cold and far away. “They wouldn’t; natural limbs would break or pull off before mine ever had any kind of failure.”


  He could tell by their faces that it was no go.


  Nevertheless he went ahead. “The whole control system in that ship, every relay circuit, I designed and adjusted to my own coordinational reflex reaction patterns. Nobody knows it or could manipulate it the way my mechanical limbs can.”


  “Lt. Cameron, here, has been practicing day and night in every spare moment for the past several months. Last night we stop-watched him on the training mock-up. His timing is just a split second under yours.”


  Humphrey didn’t like the smirk on Cameron’s face. “But I designed those control circuits. I know the tubes and wires in my arms and legs. If anything went wrong, it would be only a matter of seconds to locate and fix the trouble.”


  As an afterthought, he added, “Lt. Cameron has been—so—busy lately, I hardly think he’s had time to get degrees in mechanical and electronic engineering.”


  It was positively no use. Cameron had been working on them too many months.


  He took a deep breath. “If that’s how it has to be, then that’s how it has to be. Later in the day I’ll check out and give the control one final tune-up. . . . My congratulations to Lt. Cameron.”


  Cameron smirked even more and gave an exaggerated nod.


  LATER IN the day was two hours before blast-off. He climbed up the short first step fin ladder and crawled through the tiny “open port. Then he commenced the long climb up the hull ladders of all 3 steps.


  He didn’t test the controls; he knew they were perfect. He just sat there and waited. To bad, he thought, that blast-off had to wait for the proper astronomical position of the Moon.


  Fifteen minutes before blast-off, he heard Cameron climbing up through the steps.


  Then Lt. Cameron was sticking his head into the control nest. With all his might in that cramped space, Humphrey drew back his foot and smashed Cameron in the jaw. Before he could fall back through the steps, Humphrey caught him and somehow got him down to the now-closed port of the 3rd step. He unscrewed the port and dumped Cameron, feet first down to the sand, then hurriedly screwed back the port.


  Back in the nest it was 7 minutes to blast-off.


  It looked like he’d make it, go to the Moon after all.


  He didn’t bother clicking on the radio. He could imagine what they were shouting. Instead, he started mixing valves and turning on fuel pumps and generators. All was in readiness.


  One minute to go.


  He fired the igniter.


  A dull boom, then rising faster and faster on fiery stilts of thunder. . . . He sank beneath the surface of a black sea of liquid warmth.


  SILENCE!


  A long shudder traveled through his being, erasing the tensions which had built up within him during the nerve-jangling job of bringing the third step down on its landing legs. He finished shutting off the mixture valves and fuel pumps, then leaned back and gazed up at the star-dripping Lunar blackness. He’d made it. And it was worth almost everything he’d endured during life.


  Finally he got up and climbed down through the bowls of the third step. On the way he struggled into a spacesuit, then went out the airlock and down onto the great cracked bone-colored plain of Mare Nubium. He was about to take his first Lunar step when he froze.


  Coming toward him were three spacesuited figures. They looked like men!


  As they approached him and he them, he saw that they were men. That meant some other country had beat him here first. He felt bitter disappointment.


  They were in front of him now with smiles on their faces; he could not recognize their nationality. One held out a small box and gestured to him that he should take it. Two leads from it were attached to his helmet phone jacks.


  “Greetings Last Man in the Moon. Earth is a psychopathic ward and we are its keepers.” There was a pause. “Please come with us; everything will be explained.”


  At first Humphrey felt alarm. Had a group of madmen beaten everyone else to the Moon? But something told him this was not so.


  He meekly followed them through an airlock and into a huge illuminated Luna cave. Eight giant pancakeshaped vehicles hovered inches above the floor. Anti gravity! He would believe anything they told him now.


  They went into a small alcove and sat down. After the others had removed their helmets, he did likewise.


  He looked at the men, all hawkfaced with piercing black eyes. He gulped once, then said, “Why do you call me the Last Man in the Moon? Aren’t there going to be anymore?”


  ONE OF THE men, apparently the spokesman, smiled. “Because we are, or were, the First Men in the Moon—the first men from Earth. Earth is oldest of all Galactic bipidal worlds.


  “We left Earth a million years ago and spread out through the Galaxy. You and the others are the Last Men; after the coming of the next glacial period all life on Earth will be destroyed and the planet forever uninhabitable. But we cannot let you start getting off now; you might infect other Galactic worlds. That is why we must keep you Last Men down in your psychopathic ward until the Galactic Psychologists—who are on their way down from the stars now—can cure you. The sick cannot cure the sick.”


  Humphrey could only stare, open-mouthed.


  “The Galactic cure won’t take as long as you may think. There will be more Last Men in the Moon by 1995. Then in 2200 a gradual exodus from Earth will begin which will last 2,000 years.”


  The information was coming a little too fast for Humphrey’s complete comprehension. “What are you going to do about me?”


  “We are going to send you back to the ward, back to Earth.”


  “But I will talk.”


  “What good would it do. They will only think you are crazy.”


  They seemed to be winning hands down. “What’s to prevent other ships like this one from coming here before 1995? What’s to prevent vie from coming again?”


  “When the Galactic Psychologists arrive, a force-field will be thrown around Earth through the ionisphere.


  That will be in five years side-real time. If anyone comes in the meantime, including you again, they will simply be sent back.”


  He felt numb, as if he were in some sort of strange dream. “What’s holding up the Psychologists?”


  “Due to some momentous things beyond your comprehension, or our ability to express in your language, the Galactic Psychologists have been a hundred years late in getting here.” Suddenly Humphrey didn’t want to go back to the psychopathic ward. “Can’t I stay here with you?” Then he told them the circumstances under which he was here with the ship.


  The hawk eyes were expressionless. “If one individual gains his desired ends in an aberrated manner, this is no reason for the second individual to regain his rightful ends by also using similar aberrated means.”


  So he was just as aberrated as the rest back on Earth. He didn’t mean any more to these people than that. But he knew in essence what they said was truth. And already he was beginning to have twinges of guilt over what he had done. Go back and face the music, that’s all.


  There was an exchange of some sort of farewells and he wearily went back and climbed into The Moondream. Which was no longer a dream.


  An odd sense of accomplishment and peace settled over him.


  For he was the first Last Man in the Moon!


  Then the dull boom of the rockets echoed up through The Moondream.


  The Winning Losers


  Gene L. Henderson


  These were the damndest wars; they kept on breaking out, but were uncommonly mild once they started. Hardly anyone was hurt, and peace followed in due course. Then someone began to look for a pattern . . .


  AN AIDE entered the Council hall and snapped to attention before Admiral Bryson, commander of all Earth forces on the Planet Trone. “Sir,” he reported, “The Ambassador from Murro requests an audience with you.”


  The Admiral glanced over at a civilian sitting beside his desk and remarked, “Well, Mr. McLain, your timetable appears to be running right.” Bruce merely smiled and nodded.


  The officer turned back to his aide and waved a hand casually.


  “Very well,” he said, “Show him in.”


  The Ambassador and his staff, all formally attired, marched in and stood at stiff attention, just inside the door. The aide called out,


  “The Ambassador of Murro, planet Trone, and his aides.”


  Admiral Bryson came to his feet and smilingly observed, “Well, Sir Joss, this is an unexpected pleasure.”


  “I hope sir, that it will continue to be so, once you have learned the purpose of my visit.” His leather-brown skin was practically the only difference between his people and those from conquering Earth. “I trust that you have not found the new peace treaty between Earth and your nation unsatisfactory already?”


  “We are perfectly satisfied with it; it makes legal our actions today.”


  “And they are . . .?”


  “A declaration of war between my government and the invaders from Earth?” He produced a be-ribboned scroll and extended it towards the Earthman. One of his aides delivered it to Admiral Bryson.


  The Admiral merely raised his eyebrows at the conclusion of the declaration and laid the scroll on his desk without glancing at it. “This is a surprise, Sir Joss, especially since our occupation forces have just recently left your country. May I ask the reason?”


  “You are invaders from another planet, having no legal right to remain on ours. We intend to fight.” His staff nodded vigorous approval as their superior’s voice rang out strongly.


  The Admiral bit at his underlip briefly and glanced at Bruce, who stared fixedly at a spot between his feet, strongly holding back a smile that threatened to break forth.


  Sighing, the Admiral assumed a posture of dejection and said, “Would it be satisfactory to you if our forces evacuated from your planet?”


  Instantly the room became so quiet that Bruce could hear the quickened breathing of the natives. The Ambassador’s face was a picture of confused amazement, chagrin and apprehension. “But . . . but . . . you would have no place to go,” he burst out. “Besides Earth, this is the only habitable planet for peoples such as ours.”


  “True.”


  “And Earth cannot even support all of the people that still remain on her, let alone the tens of thousands here.”


  Sadly, the Earthman agreed. “Regrettable, but true.”


  “Then you cannot leave.” The last almost imploring, yet interlined with triumph.


  The Admiral turned his back and walked slowly to the window, looking out on the luxurious foliage outside. He sighed heavily once more and Bruce felt a corner of his mouth twitch uncontrollably. It had gone undetected, fortunately, since all eyes were glued to the Admiral.


  The latter turned back to the natives and said, “Gentlemen, you are correct. It is impossible for us to leave. Therefore, I now offer unconditional surrender of all Earth forces on the planet of Trone.”


  The Ambassador sagged noticeably. “But you cannot,” he cried out; “we will fight you.”


  “You will find no opposition; I will instruct my men to dispose of their arms immediately.”


  The group eyed the scroll still lying on the Admiral’s desk. “Well,” began the Ambassador hesitatingly, “perhaps we were hasty. You have not read the declaration . . . we would like to withdraw it.”


  “Not a chance,” declared the Admiral firmly. “Your nation has declared war on us and we surrender.”


  WORD OF the capitulation hit the “supply-fleet flashing from Earth and spread as much consternation as would the report of a vagrant space-warp, dead ahead.


  On one, the President of the United Nations paying his first visit to the strife-torn and conquered planet of Trone, stared unbelievably at the space-gram.


  “But . . . but . . . but this is impossible, gentlemen,” he stuttered to high ranking military and civilian officials, also along for a first-hand inspection. “There are more soldiers and equipment now on the planet than at any time since our first invasion, yet Admiral Bryson has surrendered unconditionally without a fight. It’s unbelievable.”


  “Perhaps he’s the victim of some new nerve weapon,” suggested one of the staff.


  “Or nothing more than a traitor,” offered another darkly.


  l


  BRUCE WINCED as the jeep hit a rut at the edge of the spaceport and silently wondered why science had never found a more efficient form of transportation. Yet, outside of a change in the power plant, it was still basically the same type used in the now almost ancient World War II.


  “This is the strangest damned War I’ve ever fought in,” complained the soldier driving the bouncing vehicle. “Hardly anyone gets hurt, but we spend all of our time trying to round up an enemy; then all of a sudden they surrender. It goes on all of the time, first with one country, then the other.”


  “You mean you’d like to get shot at?” asked his passenger, laughing.


  The driver looked around in disgust, with an expression that plainly relegated Bruce to his civilian status. “Naw,” he drawled. “But we ain’t accomplishing nothin’ either.” He made a wide-sweeping run on a new concrete and steel structure arising out of the mud and jungle-growth and almost stood the Jeep on its hood making a stop.


  “This is the Military Governor’s headquarters,” the soldier announced.


  Bruce stepped out and jumped to one side as the soldier promptly gunned the engine and spun his wheels in leaving, throwing mud in every direction. He glanced at the workers clearing out jungle and saw, to his surprise, that they all wore Prisoner of War clothing. Yet there appeared to be no Earth guards watching them. It really must be a strange war, he thought, as he entered the building.


  His first conversation with the commander of Earth forces, Admiral Bryson, dispelled none of the observation.


  “It has me licked,” admitted the Admiral, lines of fatigue lining his ruddy face. “I’m used to either dishing out a lot of punishment or absorbing it. It’s . . . it’s not war; I don’t know what it is.”


  Bruce smiled easily and said, “That’s exactly why I’m here, sir, as my credentials have outlined. It appears as if there must be some underlying cause or plan for these repeated wars with the planet’s countries. All of them have been defeated at least twice.”


  “There’s no plan for anything on Trone,” bitterly observed the Admiral. “A little more of this and I’ll be psycho.”


  “That could be an enemy plan, too,” pointed out Bruce.


  “What good would that be? There’s any number of other Admirals and Generals lying around that would jump at the opportunity to take over. No . . . you may be sharp at alien psychology, but I think you’ve bitten off more than you can chew this time.”


  “Well, you could be right,” laughed Bruce, “but if you have no objections, I’d like to look around. I promise not to get in your way. I’ll make a report as soon as I find out something.”


  “No, no, go right ahead,” assented the Admiral. “Anything I can do to help you, just ask.” He turned to some reports just brought in, and Bruce made his exit unobtrusively.


  STUDIED casual interrogation of various staff-members brought out seemingly irrelevant facts that began to take on a significance to Bruce.


  He made a point to go to the nearby construction town, although several of the officers warned him of the danger in so doing.


  “Nothing to worry about from the natives,” one told him. “Our own men and construction workers get to feeling high and things, er—happen.”


  “I can take care of myself,” promised Bruce. “Besides, it’s the only way I can find out what I’m after.”


  “What a way to earn a living,” commented the other, shaking his head. “Oh well, it’s your funeral.”


  The statement almost took on a literal meaning during the first hour, in a little saloon that strongly resembled those on ancient films of the old West he’d seen back on Earth. Here, to his further surprise, he found several more Prisoners of War carousing with as much abandon—and, seemingly with as much money—as their Earth friends. In contrast, other civilian natives were doling out money piece by piece, obviously not so well flushed.


  “Hey there,” a voice called out over the uproar, and Bruce looked around to see his driver of the afternoon waving from the other side of the room. Bruce motioned him to come over, figuring it worth the price of a few drinks to get some first-hand information from the enlisted view point. At that instant, a fight exploded and Bruce tried to back out of the way of flying fists and feet—not to mention the articles of furniture the bartender had not securely fastened down. A bottle scraped the side of his head with stunning force and he collapsed to the floor. One of the natives, face aflame with drunken joy, lunged at him with a knife; Bruce barely managed to roll weakly, the knife thudding into the floor beside his face. The native withdrew it with a gleeful shout but, at that instant, a figure loomed up behind and brought a shattered chair-leg down on his head. Bruce sat up groggily and saw that it was his Army friend. At the same time, the fight ended almost as quickly as it had started.


  The driver introduced himself as Ed as they ordered up. No one mentioned the recent fight so Bruce asked,


  “Does this happen all of the time?”


  “Just enough to relieve the monotony,” replied Ed. “Not many people get hurt, although it looked like the native might do you in.” Bruce looked around nervously, to see that the native had also recovered and seemingly forgotten all about the recent encounter.


  “Why aren’t there any guards for the POW’s?” Bruce asked.


  “They never had it so good,” observed Ed. “They’d be fools to run away. I found some of their iron rations once, what an awful mess it was.”


  “Do we ever capture much of their equipment or supplies?”


  “Ha, that’s rich,” snorted Ed. “About the only equipment they have is what they capture, although those repellor-beams are all right. They live off the country—which means poor living if they go to war just before a harvest.”


  “How often have they done that?”


  “Say, come to think of it, never.” He frowned groggily into his drink and Bruce slid off the seat beside him and carefully made his way outside.


  AS SOON AS he had returned to Headquarters, Bruce went to the almost-deserted records office and asked for the complete history of the Earth force’s activities since arriving. Also, a list of trading goods brought in to be distributed over the entire planet in return for a few manufactured goods and supplies. The junior officer in charge even consented to sending to the base library for one of the few history books covering the planet before the arrival of Earth forces.


  Bruce spent most of the night poring over the history book, then dived into the trade and military reports. He forgot most of his sleepiness and compared the histories with increasing interest. Finally he scribbled down copious notes and returned the reports to the junior officer.


  “Find much?” asked the bored youngster, yawning.


  “More than I’d anticipated,” assented Bruce with such elation that the other opened his eyes wide with amazement.


  “Glad someone did,” he replied. “Everyone on the Staff has to read them when he reports in . . . driest bit of stuff I ever hit.”


  In spite of only a couple of hours sleep, Bruce was awake early the next morning and impatiently waiting in the Headquarters building for the Admiral to arrive.


  Admiral Bryson looked mildly surprised to find Bruce beside his door and commented, “Good thing the rest of my staff aren’t up as early as you or it might shake me out a lot earlier. What’s on your mind?”


  “A lot, Admiral. I think I’ve found the cause for all of your trouble.”


  “Already?” asked the Admiral skeptically. “We’ve had a lot of men working on it for months, and they didn’t get anywhere.”


  “Perhaps because they were looking in the wrong direction,” commented Bruce. He held out the sheets of facts and figures he’d compiled. “Look, I can prove it . . . as well as predict the probable start of the next war, and the nation that will make it.”


  “Hmm,” commented the Admiral with quickened interest. “I’ll warn you now, though, that I’m not going to accept any hair-brained scheme for ending our troubles all at one jump.” He read through the scribbled reports, a frown growing darker on his face.


  “What’s so significant about this order of books from Earth?” he asked.


  “A lot, sir, if you’ll note the titles. They’re books on Earth history.”


  “That’s a logical curiosity. We’re interested in their history, too.”


  “True, up to a certain point. There were distributed to all the nations on this planet, however, and were sold almost the same day. There appears to have been definite information they were after. They’d have to find out everything they could before launching any attack.”


  “All right, then what about this item?” continued the Admiral, punching a finger at the papers before him. “A chronological list of the supplies stocked for occupation forces and expended for needed relief of POW’s and the civilian populace.” He looked up belligerantly, “I can go you even one better and give you the figures, from memory, of the total expended in each country.”


  BRUCE SMILED. “That wasn’t the point, Admiral. You’ll note comparing that list to the report on outbreaks, that there’s a direct relation. As the supplies left by our occupationforces grew lower, the outbreaks became more violent, finally resulting in war in each instance.”


  “Hmm-m-m, that’s correct. Hadn’t noticed it before.”


  “On the final sheet, you’ll see that I listed the supplies left for the governing of Murro until the withdrawal of occupation forces. Also, the trouble we’ve been having with them; I predict a declaration of war in two weeks at the longest.”


  “Two weeks!” exploded the Admiral. “But man, don’t you realize it’s only been five months ago that they were whipped to a frazzle?”


  “True, but harvest’s over now.”


  “What’s that got to do with it?”


  “Simply that I’ll stake my reputation on the fact that the natives of the planet have come to the conclusion by a study of Earth’s history, that her defeated enemies invariably had a higher standard of living after being conquered than they had under their own rule. Just as the nations the United States conquered, before the United Nations ended our wars.”


  Admiral Bryson stared at him for a moment, then asked, “You mean that they’re declaring war on us just to live better? It’s preposterous!”


  “All right. Do your men have to guard prisoners of war?”


  “No.”


  “And have any of your men ever been killed by any of the aliens, even when they were helpless?”


  “No-o-o.”


  “And what are the relations between Earth people and the natives when they’re not at war?”


  “Damned friendly.” He stared at Bruce in silence a moment, then said slowly. “You know, I’m almost convinced that you’ve got something. But, assuming that you were right, what could we do about it?”


  “Easy,” said Bruce with a grin. “You’ll note the date I estimated their next declaration of war, taking into consideration the date the supplies in Murro will have been used up, and when your men would be withdrawn. Now then, there’s one thing that could happen that would throw a monkey wrench into their plans.”


  “And that would be . . .?”


  “A native victory.”


  “What!” roared the Admiral, springing to his feet and bending over his desk to pound a fist on it. “Are you suggesting that we let them win? The whole idea’s crazy, I’ll not listen even a minute to it.” Bruce shrugged and waited expectantly.


  “Wait,” breathed the Admiral, “If you were right, then what would they do with not only themselves to take care of, but us in addition?”


  No Greater Glory


  W. Malcolm White


  A Dynamic Vignette


  THE SOLEMN, handsome heads of the leaders of the greatest nation in the great world that majestically circles the star-sun of 61 Cygni nodded in unison. “Certainly there is no honor high enough to bestow upon our great visitor.


  “For our benefactor, nothing is too much. We have given him all, we must do even more.”


  Again the august heads nodded, and their eyes strayed across the great golden parapet to the fields below—where their visitor wandered slowly by himself, enjoying the perfumes of the afternoon air and the glories of the two brilliant suns of their far-off system.


  “He has rescued our world from isolation. He has brought us into contact with the peoples of other planets of the universe. He has brought us an invitation from the magnificent culture of his native Earth to sit with them in the halls of Cosmical Harmony.”


  A tear of gratitude found its way to many an eye of that high conclave. Many a listener felt stirred to the core, even as he had many times before by the revelations their visitor from the heavens had given them.


  “He has come from the skies in his marvelous vessel of metal and glass. He has shown us the fire’s that may travel us through the skies; he has given us the keys to the heavens.”


  Eyes strayed to the distant white marble building far off on the verdant plain. In that building, the man from Earth—the wonder-giver—had opened freely and graciously the wonders of Terrestrial science to the peoples of Osiris, world of a far-off sun.


  “We have heaped upon him all the honors our world is capable of. Though our science was great, and our philosophy high, he gave us knowledge of which we had not dreamed and thoughts beyond our deepest meditation.”


  Again the little audience of most esteemed men of this populous world was moved to agree wholeheartedly. “But we must go further. There is that one honor we have failed to bestow upon him. That we must remedy, or we shall remain disgraced before future generations of our civilized people.”


  Slowly, heads nodded. Solemnly, with a touch of overwhelming reverence. “We must take him to our very own; we must join him with our people, so that none in ages to come may say that he is without him.”


  Again the conclave nodded.


  “We are agreed upon this final honor, then. I regret that we can do no more. But our world and culture alas, has its limits. And this then is the noblest gift we can make to him. Go then,” the speaker motioned to two of the noblest and greatest. “Go then and escort him hither.”


  So they did and they conveyed the visitor from Earth to the conclave; and there, with the finest ceremony of which they were capable—and with genuine feeling and sincere emotion—they joined him to the body of the people of Osiris for all time.


  And after they had finished eating him, the whole nation joined in prayer and thankfulness.
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  Temple of Despair


  M.C. Pease


  The Federation was ready to write off the planet Felton, now that a substitute for Seekar’s Lilly had been found, Seekar’s Lilly—whence came the cure for cancer—whose dust-like pollen was the deadliest narcotic known. Now no one needed the lilly—but Sintor wanted to find out something: how were people driven to harvest this flower on Felton, to give life to others at the cost of rotting death to themselves?


  SINTOR was ugly—ugly as a caricature of a man. Twisted and ill-shapen, born with a sneer that seemed bred of the evil of space, only his eyes were different; humor lay in them and evil has no humor. In those eyes were light where there should have been only blackness; in them was a knowledge of beauty.


  He sat, twisted uncomfortably into the chair that was built in one corner of the spaceship’s stateroom. Over his shoulder, through a porthole, came the dim light of a thousand unknown suns, but he paid them no attention; he simply sat and read.


  The door to the stateroom opened and a man came in. He wore the uniform of a Captain in the Navy of the Federation. Tall and virile, with an athlete’s snug compactness, he was a strange contrast to Sintor. But, by the eyebrow he lifted at Sintor as he stretched out on the bunk, he showed the knowledge of an ancient friendship.


  Sintor said nothing, nor did he so much as glance up from his book, until the other was thoroughly settled. Then, with a somewhat elaborate sigh, he raised his eyes and said, “Come in Iklan; come in and have a seat.”


  “Nope, can’t do it,” Iklan drawled, removing his shoes. “An officer’s not allowed to mingle with the riff-raff. Wouldn’t think of being here at all except for business.”


  “Business? Then please go away.”


  “Can’t. Wish I could; my bunk’s better than yours,” the Captain said. “But we drop you off in an hour. Got to make sure everything’s set.”


  “We are that close to Pelton?” Sintor asked in mild surprise.


  “Yes,” Iklan said. “Are you all set? Do you know the program?”


  “Of course,” Sintor replied. “It is quite simple. I borrow the space dingy and float down whither I wilt—which will not be far from where the Tradeship lands. You then proceed to make a routine check of Pelton—but without landing. You will be on the Tradeship on its next trip, which should be in about ten days. If I do not show up, you will return again on the next trip ninety days or so later. If I don’t show up then, you will report me to headquarters as lost. Quite simple.”


  “I doubt it,” Iklan answered. “Things are always simple when you start. But comes the end of your assignment and not even the Commissioner himself can figure out what happened. However, that’s beside the point. Got your identification?”


  “Yes,” Sintor said. “I know the code. The impossibility of providing pseudo time-invariant channels of communication between barbarians causes the development of non-topological culture on Pelton.’ It sounds plausible.”


  “It does,” Iklan said, “but it actually isn’t. There are no non-topological cultures. And in fact there can be no culture at all without a ‘pseudo time-invariant channel of communication.’ It is quite impossible for any culture to exist without some kind of topologic invariance. Each person in a culture has to be in some kind of known relation to other people in it. And the culture is made stable only by the stability of those relations. If there is no topology—no pattern of stable relations—there can be no culture. So, as any good identifying code, it sounds good but means nothing.”


  “That’s good,” Sintor said.


  “And will you remember it?” the Captain asked. “Or will that be asking too much of your feeble mind?”


  “You touch me on my vanity,” Sintor said. “My mind, sir, is brilliant; it is, in fact, my one great shining virtue. And now go twiddle your knobs and be a captain while I change my clothes and otherwise prepare to give my all for glory.”


  “I’d rather stay here,” Iklan replied. Besides, before you die, I Want to learn what made you a policeman.”


  “A policeman?” Sintor came as close as he could to smiling. “It was either that or be a crook; with my face, no other profession would have me.”


  “Well, why aren’t you a crook, then?”


  “I don’t know.” Sintor sounded puzzled. “I really don’t; pure perverseness, I guess. I came from the slums of space, you know. Any time I hear of any of my old boyhood chums, they’ve gone the twisted road. But I think maybe that’s the reason; maybe I decided to fight my world—the world I came from was a crooked one, so I am on the law’s side. Sort of a double negative being positive.” He chuckled.


  “It’s a good thing,” Iklan said. “You’d have been too good a crook.”


  “Maybe.” Sin tor said. “Except that my face would make it difficult. Too easily seen, too hard to forget.”


  “Should think that would make it as difficult for you to be a detective, too.” The Captain’s voice was idle.


  “No. Surprisingly, not.” Sintor shook his head. “In fact, I rather, think it’s one of my strongest points—next to my brain, of course. The point is that nobody, seeing me, can think that I’m not a crook.”


  “But you’re so easy to identify!”


  “Even that’s a help,” Sintor said. “It works on kind of a reverse logic. They figure the Service would never have an operator who was so easy to remember; being what I am, I cannot b’ an operator. So . . . I must be the crook I tell them I am. Simple, though wrong.”


  “Eventually they find out their error,” Iklan argued.


  “Yep,” Sintor agreed, “and some even live to regret it.”


  Iklan chuckled in response. “I know what you mean. I know some of your record. But I still think you’d do better with not quite so astonishing a mug. Why don’t you let the doctors work you over? Who knows—you might get to enjoy the normal life.”


  SINTOR rose slowly from his chair.


  His eyes burned for a moment, and then he spoke. “No. I don’t want It. Maybe I’m being perverse, but I do not want to be ‘normal’.” His voice was level, but grated. “At the age of four or five, I knew I was different. This is hard on a kid, bitterly hard, but I learned to take it. I learned to take it, and I learned to cram it down the throat of anyone who didn’t like it. And when I learned that, then I found I had something. I am me—the ugliest man in space. Maybe that’s not as good as being the handsomest man, or the cleverest, or the bestest in some other way. But at least it’s something—and being only “normal” isn’t. I’m unique, and I intend to stay that way.”


  “That seems rather silly.” Iklan’s voice was carefully quiet. “After all, as you point out, you have that wonderful brain. Maybe you can be the cleverest guy in space, but nobody’s going to think of it when they see your puss.”


  Sintor relaxed and laughed, “I’m afraid, sir, you do not understand me. It is true my brain is astonishing—perhaps unique—but not, I’m afraid, in any way that would impress people. Now my face most certainly does impress them. . . . But tell me—just what is this all about? It’s a strange conversation for a sendoff, and I doubt if it’s accidental.”


  The Captain swung himself up to a sitting position. “No, it’s not. But the Commissioner would like to see you chuck this.”


  “Chuck it?” The agent gaped. “Chuck it? If he wants me to chuck it, what’d he send me for?”


  “He didn’t,” Iklan answered. “You were the one who decided to come. The Federation’s ready-to write Pelton off; you were the one who Insisted we ought to find out how Pelton. worked before we scrapped it. Remember?”


  Sintor thought a moment, and then nodded. “Yeah, I guess that’s right. But, damn it all, how can they just write it off? What about the people there? Do we just forget what they’ve done for us? How many of them have died so the Federation can have its Radinol? Do we just forget them—let them rot in their graves and let other tens of thousands follow them? . . .


  “And anyway, I think that we should learn just how they do it. For science if for nothing else.”


  “What do you mean ‘how they do it’ ?” Iklan asked. “The stuff is easy to grow, isn’t it?”


  “It is, if you don’t give a damn,” Sintor said. “Seekar’s Lilly—a pretty flower, they say, with pollen that floats like dust. It carries the strongest narcotic known to man, and also carries the only cure for cancer. Life and death, so twisted together that you cannot grow the one without the other. Think of it man! Think of it and weep! Picture the men—or maybe women—going out to gather the precious dust, gathering it in from each flower of the field. Collecting it so that all over the galaxy men need no longer die of cancer. Collecting it and dying—dying in agony of addiction to the drug that’s in the pollen of the flower.


  “What’s the problem, do you ask? It is simple. What is the social structure that can make these people do this? What is its secret? There is a secret, there, you know. They only let us land in one small valley, at very certain times, and threaten us with no more Radinol if we do not obey. When we land, it is only priests we see. Where are the people and what are they like? And why, in exchange for the pollen, do they ask for food and cloth, and such other basic things—in quantities to feed and clothe the world?


  “It sounds as if they make no effort to provide themselves with basic needs. They could; it is a fertile world, so why don’t they? There is a fascinating problem on Pelton; and even though we do not need them now, even though we’ve bred a variant species of the lilly with less lethal pollen—and built a new technology to handle even that mild species—yet I think that we should find out how this culture works. It must be strange. The crop they harvest must be paid for in fantastic measure of drug-rotted bodies—and yet the priests can get the people to pay the price. How?”


  “Do we really have to know?” Iklan asked. “We have the milder species now, and the technology to handle it. We no longer need depend on Pelton for the stuff. Is Pelton important?”


  “It is to me, at least,” Sintor replied. “Maybe the Federation does not need to know, but there is something in me that does. I think of those who have died down there—died as slaves to the priesthood so that we could have the medicine. Now that we can tell the priests to go to hell, I don’t want any more to die. And maybe I can stop it.”


  “It would be nice to know,” Iklan agreed. “But is the knowing worth the price of finding out? Seven operators have gone in; not one has come out. They seem to have died without even having the priests know they’d been there—at least we never got a protest about them. So what do you have that those seven didn’t?”


  “Plenty,” Sintor answered. “A very ugly puss for one thing. And a brain that, as far as I can make out, is unique.”


  “But how do you expect to use your wonderful brain? You have no knowledge of Pelton, nor any special gadgets. And however good your brain is, it still needs data to compute and tools to act with.”


  “Maybe, maybe not,” Sintor answered. “But I am not the naked babe you make me out. It’s true, my data on Pelton is extremely meager. But, on the other hand, I have a vast amount of data on what makes other worlds and other peoples work; there is no reason to suppose that that data will not. be true on Pelton.


  “You say I have no weapon. But you are wrong. I have a weapon; it is myself—and I am a weapon that I know how to use to very good advantage. My instincts were trained in the slums from which I came; I have kept them in razor keenness in the human jungles I have known. Iklan, my friend, I am a master of the perverse— the unexpected action or unaccounted silence. And few there are that can deal with perverse action or stop the one who uses it. I am far from weaponless.”


  Iklan got to his feet. He shook his head in a gesture half mocking, half admiring. “You are, of course a stubborn fool. You are stubborn, in insisting on going ahead, in spite of what I or the Commissioner say. You are a fool in being willing to go at all in the face of the obvious odds. You are also romantic since you are doing it for the people of Pelton. Either that or for science—an equally romantic reason. You are a romantic stubborn fool and I love you; be lucky.” He turned and left without further sign or word.


  SINTOR stood for a while in the protection of the forest, studying the country before him, his mind coldly analytical and his eyes observant. Hills in the distance blocked his view; but in between lay rolling grasslands. Under the hills was a hut from which smoke curled; around the hut were some few specks that might have been cattle. Before him lay a road that followed the edge of the forest as far as he could see in both directions—but otherwise, it was a pleasantly wild land. Peaceful, but untamed; a land adapted only to a nomadic precivilization; a gentle, if primitive, culture.


  Here lay no hint of the brutal and terrifying domination that there must be on this world. No hint at all of the whips the priests must have to make people gather the dust of Seekar’s Lilly at the cost of broken lives and bodies.


  Even the road gave no hint of anything but primitive hardship. Two ruts pounded deep through the topsoil winding together along the easiest path. Dodging boulders and bushes. Leisurely, with the faith of the uncivilized that tomorrow will follow today. Peaceful and without fear.


  No one. was in sight, so Sintor stepped out onto the road. As a last-minute check, he looked down over his robe. This was the dress of a priest, he knew. The priests were the only people the Service knew, their only contact being through the Tradeship with the priests. He was unhappy at the thought. He would have preferred the clothes of a peasant, but there was nothing for it; the robe would have to do.


  He thought a bit wryly that if he had a weapon, it could easily be concealed under the single baggy piece that was the robe. But Sintor did not have a weapon. There was not anything at all on him to say that he was not of this world—not even so much as a knife. It was so he preferred to work. Weapons, he thought, were crutches for a good investigator. A man should rely on his. wits for survival—not on any feeble blaster. A man’s most potent weapon was his brain, besides which all others failed. And, Sintor thought, his own brain was a very potent weapon indeed.


  Besides, his element of perversity made him refuse to display the sign of weakness that he considered a weapon to be.


  So, although it was a pity not to use the opportunities presented by the robe, there was no help for it. Sintor turned his face to the right and started to walk along the road. In that direction, he knew, lay the valley used by the Tradeship. In that direction lay his ultimate rendezvous with Iklan.


  As he plodded along, he was suddenly aware of a voice in the distance behind. Stooping as if to pick up a stone, he glanced back down the road. There was no one in sight, but that told him little. Not far behind him, the road bent around the point of the forest; he could not see beyond. Straightening up, Sintor still saw nothing. He moved to a nearby boulder and sat down, as if for a moment’s rest, while he waited for the owner of the voice to appear.


  In a minute, he saw an oxlike animal pulling a wagon. As the wagon itself came into view, he saw it was filled high with some kind of vegetables, and driven by a man sitting on a high seat at the front. The driver was a man of powerful build, the typical frame of the peasant. His eyes were sullen and discontented, and there was a smoldering hatred in them. Beside him there rode a boy. The lad who was about half grown, was not handsome, nor did he seem intelligent. He sat there, apathetic, dull, a sharp contrast to the brutal force of the man who, one might judge, was probably his father.


  As Sintor sat on the boulder observing and analyzing what he saw, he could spot the moment when the driver first saw him. It was marked by a disinterested glance, at first. Then with a double-take, the driver’s eyes swung back to him with surprise. The peasant stood up on the wagon and looked at him and all around, studying particularly the forest. Then, with a sudden grin, the driver bent down, reaching behind the seat of the wagon.


  And when he straightened up, his arm flashed up and out.


  Sintor acted with pure instinct. He dove flat on the ground, and heard the stone the driver had thrown shatter on the boulder where he had sat. He snapped himself over, gathering his feet under him in one efficient move, then dove into the forest and behind a tree. And as he did, a second stone plowed up the dirt beside him. He heard his attacker shout: “Dog of a priest, you will die!”


  Sintor blinked his eyes in momentary thought, wondering how best to tackle this; apparently, the priests were not exactly popular. It occurred to him that the only strategy open was to counterattack, so he roared back: “Imbecile beast of a peasant! I am no priest. Nor have I any better love for them than you do. Are you so simple-minded as to let my robe confuse you? Have you no wit at all?”


  “I say you are a priest, and I say you die,” was the answer, but it did not sound so sure.


  “Put down your stones,” Sintor called, “and let me speak in peace. A man with one eye could see that I am not a priest, but you do not. Have you then no eyes? Put down your stones and let me see if you have even a single war that’s open.”


  “I’ll not put down the. stones,” the driver answered, “but I will listen while you talk. Come on out.”


  2


  HE THOUGHT a moment, and then stepped out. His opponent had jumped off the wagon and was standing in the middle of the road, a heavy rock in each hand. The boy still sat upon the seat, his mouth open in stupid wonderment. In the face of the massive threat that was the peasant, Sintor felt a perverse desire to bluff.


  With a snarl, Sintor slouched back to his boulder and sat down. “I am not a priest,” he said, “and if you had the smallest part of the sense that you were born with, you would know it. I am from the stars. My ship—the ship that brought me here—lies wrecked in the woods up there. I came to see this world, and I have no love for the priests.” He sneered, and his face became inhuman.


  The peasant stared at him a moment, his face becoming dark. His hand drew back and for a moment, Sintor stared at death. The agent did not move, but only let his own eyes burn. “From the stars, eh?” the peasant grated. “And you do not call yourself a priest! Are not the Starmen the arch priests of all? Is it not from them that the priests here gain their power? Did I not see with my own eyes the priests receive the manna from the Starmen three Releases back? And you are not a priest!”


  “I am not a priest.” Sinter’s voice was savage, but then he let it smooth in sudden contrast. “I said I came from the stars. I did not say I was a ‘starman’.” He smiled in his twisted way, though inside he wondered what the words might mean.


  The peasant brooded. A look o-f wonder crossed his face, and the arm that held the stone relaxed again. “You are ugly. And why should a Starman be ugly? They have all of space to loot. Maybe you aren’t a Starman; maybe even the Starmen have their enemies. It could be so.”


  Sintor wondered what the possibility of looting space had to do with being ugly, but this did not seem the time to ask. He simply said: “It is so.”


  “And then what are you here for?” the peasant asked.


  Sintor smiled his evil-looking smile. “It is in my mind that there are certain things the priests here do not know.” And he chuckled, and the sound was very evil.


  The peasant stared at him, then suddenly roared out with laughter. “By the dust that flows, I think there are. And even though I pay the price, I’d like to see you teach the priests. It will be worth it.” He dropped his stones and strode over to clap the agent on the shoulder.


  Sintor winced at the blow but still felt happy; he had at least avoided being stoned to death. Also, he seemed to have gained an ally—an ally, however, before whom he had pretended knowledge. He had talked with glibness of starmen and of priests; the situation was still dangerous.


  The peasant, he learned, was called “Brandis”—a farmer of vegetables and things. Not, emphatically, of Seeker’s Lilly, locally known simply as “the Lilly”.


  “No, I’ve been lucky,” Brandis said. “I haven’t worked with the Lilly for five Releases. Three Releases back, as I said, I was a porter for the priests. I would have been a packer when the time came, but the Release came, first; I was lucky.”


  “And now you’re just an ordinary farmer, eh?” Sintor asked, wondering what a “Release” might be, but not daring to ask.


  “Yeah,” Brandis answered. “I got it soft this time. A good farm. Enough to eat. This ox and wagon. And the boy to help.” He nodded at the boy up on the seat. “I been lucky. Maybe I’ll pay for it next time, but I got no complaints right now.”


  Sintor thought a bit, and decided this was all incomprehensible. The only way seemed to be to keep the peasant talking with some safe questions. “He your son?” he asked.


  THE FARMER whirled, and seemed to gather his strength. His eyes burned and his lip drew back. “Who are you?” he snarled. “Who are you and what are you doing here?” Sintor kept his face calm, though wondering what had happened. “I am what I said I am. And why are you so touchy?”


  Brandis kept on frowning, but his muscles eased their bunching. “The question was too dumb,” he said. “How would I know whose son he might be? How many Releases have there been since he was born? It was a stupid question.”


  His frown intensified with an obvious effort at thought. “But still, if you were a priest, you would know this; you would not ask the question. And you are ugly, though your mind is strong. If you were a priest, you would not be so ugly. Tell me—where you come from, how often do you have Releases?”


  “We generally manage to know who belongs to whom,” Sintor evaded.


  Sintor studied the farmer. The peasant seemed to be calmed down, but he had no wish to stir any further outbursts. What, he wondered, was a “Release” that it had such a disruptive influence? That it left a man not able to know his own son? He was beginning to think that this was the key question to his whole problem. “How often do you have Releases?” he asked.


  The peasant shrugged. “Sometimes often, sometimes not. You can’t figure it—except that there will most likely be one soon. Things are getting edgy.”


  “Edgy?” Sintor asked.


  “Yeah,” the peasant answered. “There are too many of us beginning to think about killing the priests, and we’re beginning to get together. It ain’t going to last long—so if you’re going to do anything, you better not wait.” Sintor thought a moment, trying to make some sense of the words, but there was little that added up. He decided to accept at face value Brandis’ suggestion of the need for haste. “Okay,” he said. “So I get to work.


  Where can I find me some priests on which to work?”


  “On the end of the road,” Brandis said, nodding ahead. “The main temple’s there. I’m taking this stuff in so I can get some liquor. You can ride if you want, but you’ll have to ride in back and under the stuff.”


  “Why?” Sintor asked.


  “You’re dressed like a priest,” Brandis said; “I don’t want to get stoned.”


  Sintor nodded and, without further talk, jumped up onto the wagon and arranged himself to be concealed.


  l


  The sun was going down when the wagon stopped and Brandis called him out from his cover. Sintor found they were on the top of a ridge that looked over a valley. They had ridden all day.


  “There she be,” Brandis said. “The valley of the main temple. The Tradeship comes to one which branches off. That’s why they made this it. The temple’s up at the head of the valley. That way.” He pointed to his right, then he thought a moment. “I don’t know. You can come with me if you want. But maybe you’d rather drop off here. Then you could work up along the side of the valley. That might be better for you. The priests down there are particular who gets in. Scared. Too many of us figure it’s worth it to die if we can only kill one of them while we’re at it.”


  He chuckled, but there was nothing of humor in it. “That’s why I got stones here. Maybe I’ll get a chance. Wasn’t even hoping to find a priest on the road.” He looked at Sintor.


  “Yes, I’ll get off here,” Sintor said. “What kind of weapons do they have?”


  “Don’t you know?” Brandis frowned in sudden suspicion.


  “I know the weapons the Starmen have,” Sintor said. “But I don’t know how many or which ones they’ve given to your priests.”


  “Oh,” the farmer shrugged. “Their best weapon, of course, is the Release. Any time we start getting organized against them, they pull one on us. But the weapon they carry is the nerve-whip.”


  “What’s that?” Sintor asked. And then he noted the other’s look of surprise. “I don’t know the name.”


  “Oh,” Brandis said. “Looks like a stick. They point it at you and you fall down and look like you’re dead, or at least asleep. But inside you’re screaming. It feels like fire and ice and something sharp all at the same time. Then they turn it off but it leaves you so tired and shaky you can’t do anything for a couple of hours.”


  “Ah, the nerve-vibrator,” Sintor said. To himself he made the note that it sounded like a weapon built for sigma-radiation. And this, he thought, was most peculiar sigma-radiation was the product of a most advanced technology; even the Federation did not have it in effective or portable form as this must be. It was a surprise to find it on such a primitive world.


  “How far will the ones they’ve got work?” he asked.


  “About from here to that tree,” Brandis said, indicating about fifty feet. “It’ll make you uncomfortable for maybe three-four times as far, but it won’t cripple you the same way.”


  “I see,” Sintor nodded. “Okay, I’ll move now. Thanks for the lift.” He climbed stiffly down off the wagon.


  “Uh, look,” Brandis said. The agent turned to look at him. “I don’t know what you figure to do. Take over, I suppose—and I don’t suppose your taking over’s going to make things any different. But that’s okay—at least you’ll give the priests some of their own stuff. Let them see what it’s like to be in on a Release—to wake up some morning and find a Release has been made. Make them take their chances the same as they’ve made us take ours. You do that and there’ll be a lot of us’ll feel kindly for you, whatever you do afterwards.” The hatred in his voice was ugly.


  Sintor twisted his face into a leering grin. “I’ll do that, pal,” he said; “I’ll do just that.” He turned and slid into the forest that bordered the road. But he could not soon forget the tone of Brandis’ voice, or stop wondering what the priests had clone to earn such hatred.


  IT WAS TOUGH going, through the forest. But Sintor, for all his seemingly ungainly body and jerky-looking movements, was skilled in finding the easiest way. He managed to make good time until it got too dark. When he could no longer see enough to make it worth while to go on, he stopped. Setting his mind to key himself alert at the first change in his surroundings, he slept.


  The dawn-light awoke him and he moved on, ignoring the hunger within him, threading his way between the trees with a speed incredible in one who looked so clumsy. The sun was high when finally he crept to the edge of the forest and looked down into the valley. He was, he saw, about opposite to where another valley angled off this one. Across the mouth of the other one there ran a string of sheds. From pictures he had seen, he recognized them.


  That second valley was the one the Tradeship used. From the sheds, the crates of the pollen of Seekar’s Lilly were delivered. The crates that—up until just recently—had held the only hope of life for millions who otherwise would die of cancer. Only, he thought, no more—no longer need the galaxy depend upon the lethal dust of pollen. The chain was broken, which was why he was here. The chain was broken that tied the Federation to this world. But only the Federation knew it. On all this world, Sintor was the only one who knew the truth.


  Below him, he saw what was no doubt the temple-city. Built of polished stone, it sprawled upon the hillside. Beautiful in itself, but ugly in the blood and sweat that must have gone into its building. Only force—brutal and overwhelming force—could have built it on this primitive world. Only force or abiding love—and, to judge by Brandis, there was no love upon this world.


  Between him and the temple the ground was grassy. Men dressed in robes such as the one he wore patrolled the space, each one armed with a short and ugly-looking rod. It was well-patrolled.


  Sintor thought a bit. The intelligent way, he thought, would be to wait until night and then sneak in. He felt perversely irritated at the thought. He would be damnably hungry by night. And, anyway, he did not feel like waiting.


  The decision made, he scouted along the edge of the forest. Finally he found a dead branch of a tree that suited him. He broke it off at the proper length and tucked it under his arm. He then turned and backed slowly and carefully away from the forest.


  “This is the way they would do it,” he thought. “I am a priest and the son of a priest. I have seen something suspicious on the edge of the forest. I have investigated and satisfied myself that it was nothing. But still I take no chances. I do not turn my back. And I keep this ‘nerve-whip’ that feels like a branch ready for use. I back down slowly and carefully until I am beyond the range of a well-thrown stone. About here. And here I straighten up; I look around. I wave to those priests down there who are watching me. I wave them to say that it was nothing. And I do not breathe a sigh of relief to see them turn away. Instead, I turn and amble on my route around the temple. For I am a priest and my duty is to guard the temple.” Turn he did, and so also did he amble on around.


  The priests—the real priests—paid no attention to him. They waved or nodded as he passed, but it was obvious they had no suspicion of him. His step was unhurried, his manner almost careless, as he drifted along the slope. The only fact to distinguish him from all the others was that, as he drifted on around the temple, he also slid in towards it. And, in fact, by the time he had reached the other side of the valley, he was practically in the shadow of its walls. It was there that he stopped and, with complete casualness, looked around. Since no one appeared to be watching him, he turned and strolled idly towards a gate in the wall.


  THERE WERE two priests lounging by the gate, but Sintor walked with assurance, and they only nodded to him. He lifted his hand in calm return and kept going. Only his eyes moved alertly to take in what they saw, and his brain to evaluate it.


  Before him lay a broad avenue over which massive trees arched. Far down at the end he could see the broad steps of some huge building gleaming whitely. Clearly, he thought, there lay the center of the priesthood and a dangerous place for him until he knew some more. To the right of the walk, behind the bordering trees, there were rows of buildings, squat and rather ugly. Dormitories, perhaps, for the lesser priests. A possible place to hide, he considered, but a poor place to learn or to strike. To the left was a park, scattered with small buildings. Like the main hall, they looked to be made of marble and with care and luxury. There, he decided, lay his opportunity—danger too, of course, but also opportunity. His shadow was not through the gate, therefore, when his feet bent left with easy carelessness.


  Once off the main avenue, and cut off from the. view of the priests at the gate, Sinter’s steps became more purposeful. Finding the opportunity, he dropped the stick that he had carried to simulate what Brandis had called the “nerve-whip”, and strode on with lengthening step. After all, he thought, he was in a place that was probably reserved for the aristocracy of the priesthood; and the clothes he wore were crude and coarse, not at all befitting to a prince. Therefore, he considered, it might be well if he appeared to know where he was going.


  As he passed others in the park, he dipped his head in quick obeisance, making the gesture give an air of servility. They were, he noted, almost uniformly young and handsome. Both boys and girls were there in, apparently,. approximate equality. These, he thought, were the chosen ones, the darlings of this world—the ones for whom this world was but a plaything. He thought this until he read their eyes and saw fear, and hatred, and despair. A despair they may have failed to recognize themselves—that perhaps they felt as simple boredom. But a despair, nevertheless, that made these the accursed, instead of chosen ones.


  Walking as he was, as if he had a goal, Sintor was bound to find one. He came to a corner of the park that seemed set apart, somehow. There was a special aura about it that was hard to identify. The trees and gardens were a bit more carefully tended; there were fewer priests, and those there were seemed slightly furtive.


  Ahead of Mm was a wall, just barely higher than his head. The path he was on led towards this wall, and through and opening in it. Sintor’s instinct was to avoid this; here, quite possibly, was the center of power in the temple—and perhaps in the entire world of Pelton. For this he was not ready. But there was no path onto which he could turn; the one he was on led only through the wall, and he hesitated to reverse his steps. He saw that he was being watched, apparently with some suspicion. It occurred to him that he would probably be questioned if he turned back. And so, with a mental shrug, and a face that was impassive in its ugliness, he kept on past the wall.


  The path immediately forked, but Sintor did not hesitate. He knew he had no reason at all to choose one way rather than the other—so he turned right and followed it on a curving path that led through a group of trees. There was no one in sight, nor was there anything to be heard; but he did not drop his pretense of knowing his route. Not until he walked around a tree and suddenly found himself before a pool.


  He stopped when he saw the pool, and froze, hoping he. had not been seen. For a girl lay in the pool, floating with lazy sensuality among some water-flowers, rich golden hair streaming through the water. He looked around, studying the neighborhood with care, looking for her attendants; there did not seem to be any. On the far side of the pool was a little house that nestled among the trees with exquisite perfection. Perhaps the girl had come from there, he thought; perhaps she had no need for attendants; or perhaps the attendants stayed within the house. This, he thought, was more than possible for the pervading mood in this secluded grove was one of self-assurance. The girl, he felt, was not afraid.


  He studied her, trying with all his strength to stay objective. Young she was, and very beautiful. Long and lithe, with a sleek perfection. Lazily, she turned and, with a sudden drive sent herself coasting towards the further bank. Touching it, she drew herself up with a smooth deliberateness. She lifted herself to sit on the edge leaving her feet in the water, then twisted back to reach for the towel that lay behind her.
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  TOO LATE did Sinter try to jump; too late did he see that she had grasped, not the towel, but a nerve-whip that lay beneath it; too late did he see that whip pointed towards himself. As he realized it and tried to gather himself to leap, he felt his every muscle scream in agony, and saw red blackiness.


  He came to with his mind still shrinking from the horror of that torture. The nerves of his body still trembled and his muscles felt utterly weary. He was lying on the ground, he felt—apparently where he had fallen since his body was crumpled in on itself. Cautiously, he opened his eyes to slits, trying to control the trembling of the lids.


  Before him were two small feet. Long sleek legs still dripped water onto them. A golden tan, they bore simple golden anklet on the one. The wish came up within him to see the rest of her, but he forced himself to lie still and let himself recover from the nerve-whip.


  The girl, apparently, thought he had lain there long enough. One foot came out to prod him and her voice said: “Get up; get up unless you want some more.” It was a lazy voice, but a. cold and indifferent one. Its tone said that, to its owner, Sintor was of little interest and of no importance. Not contemptuous but simply unaware of him as more than a slave—an aristocrat without knowledge of the peasant’s virtues.


  Sintor obeyed the command. Painfully he rolled over and gathered his knees and elbows under him. With a groan that he could not stop, he pushed himself up and squatted before her. For a moment he stayed there, gathering strength and waiting for his muscles to let go their quivering. And finally he managed to stand swaying before her.


  The girl, he found, had backed off a step or two. She stood there, clad carelessly in her towel, looking with an expression of astonishment at him. “By the dust that flows,” she said, “who are you?”


  “I am but one of your lesser priests,” he answered, “who has blundered into where he should not be.”


  “Are you?” She smiled with dawning delight. “But you are so beautifully ugly. My priests are not. Not even the least of them are less than handsome. But you—!” She laughed a rippling sound of appreciation.


  Sintor shrugged. “Yes, my lady, that is so. But, nevertheless, at the last Release . . .” He peered at her to see how this explanation might affect her. Apparently it was acceptable because her eyes twinkled with malicious humor while she nodded. “It could be so,” she said. She smiled cruelly.


  She stood there with easy and assured grace, grey eyes studying him. Sintor, in his turn studied her, although with greater subtlety. He saw a girl who was, undoubtably, one of. the most beautiful he had ever seen. Her slim body fitted the impression he had gained when he first saw her in the pool. Her face, under the golden hair, had a perfection of feature that was classic in its symmetry. But it was a cruel face—without trace or hint of mercy. There was no pity there, nor anything at all except satisfaction and assurance. Aware of her own power, certain of her right, Sintor knew that she was without humility.


  She apparently made up her mind regarding him, for she pointed to the little house that nestled in the trees and told him to go there. With stumbling feet still unrecovered from the nerve-whip, he obeyed. Entering, she ordered him to sit, pointing to a couch. Then, going to a cupboard, she got out food and placed it on a table in front of him. “Eat, my ugly one,” she said, “Eat, for, as the whip has made a quivering wretch of you, so will food make of you as much of a man as you may be. Eat, my hoptoad, for you fascinate me.” And she smiled. Her eyes were lazy but were also watchful.


  At the sight of food, Sintor was aware of desperate hunger Even if the whip did not make for hunger—and her words had said it did—yet it had been long since he had eaten. Even his self-discipline was stretched as he paused momentarily to think. But a quick review of the factors showed him no reason why he should hesitate and he began to wolf it down.


  When he had finished, he lay back with a sudden weariness he could not fight. “Sleep, oh monster,” he heard her say. “Sleep, and you will wake a man.” He heard no more.


  HOW LONG he slept, he did not know; but when he awoke, it was night. Through half-veiled eyes, Sintor saw the room lit only with a fire. He lay there, unstirring, while he recalled the events that had brought him there. Carefully he went over them, reliving in his mind each separate moment—to recollect the shade of meaning, the tone and word unsaid. And it was only when he was sure he had each separate fact and unrelated detail well in hand that he allowed himself to stir. It was only then that he yawned and stretched and finally heaved himself up sitting.


  He peered around, blinking in simulated sleepiness. When he saw her, there was a startled moment as his instincts closed his face. Then, knowing the effect was intentional, he relaxed his control. The girl was in a chair in a corner of the room. She was curled up like a cat inside a deep black robe. The firelight danced at her throat accenting the compelling contrast. Her blonde hair curled down in a river of fire across her silhouette. Priestess of the night. Relaxed but all aware.


  When she saw he was awake and had become aware of her, she moved. With slow deliberateness, she stretched up to her feet, and moved towards him. The black robe flowed about her, and only her feet showed out beneath, threading a delicate pattern over the floor. When she reached him she paused, staring at him with opaque eyes, and then she sat down, close but nowheres touching him.


  She smiled obliquely and said, “I told you you would wake a man, my misshapen one.” Her voice was softly chanting. “I told you, did I not? And was I not correct? Are you not a man, just as I am a woman?” Her hand moved and barely touched his arm.


  Sintor moved towards her, his blood pounded darkly in his head, and his fingers tingling. But as he moved, the perversity that was a part of him cried out. It cried out against the domination that the girl desired; it cried out for him to think and to decide in cold rationality if that was what he wanted.


  He stopped, for the blink of an eye, and thought. He glazed his eyes and let his mind sink in—falling away into an abstraction that was without emotion. And he considered.


  This world was psychopathic; its structure was imposed without regard for the fear and hatred it engendered. It was given what stability it had only by the “Release”—whatever that might be. Let the people only get together for a minute; give them a moment’s chance to fuse their hatred into single action; and the priests would die a bloody death.


  This girl, he also knew, acted as if she were the highest priestess of this cult of fear; she had the arrogance and the assurance of one used to such a post. If so, then as the Priestess of Despair she was the symbol and the target of the hatred of the world. What kind of person was she, he asked himself, to stand untouched by so much hate? She could not be normal—possibly a paranoiac, given what stability she might have by the fact of her success.


  If this were so, then only in success could she be stable. As the target of a world’s hatred, she had to prove herself above that world or be crushed beneath its guilt. The gratification of her whim was more than luxury; it was a necessity of her survival. Only so long as she could get what she might want could she survive.


  In the present case, she had cast her whim on Sintor. Bored, no doubt, with handsome men, tired of her normal toys, his surpassing ugliness, was novelty; she desired him.


  It had not occurred to her that he might not take what she offered. Obviously it had not, or she would not have offered so openly. With the open offer given, she was vulnerable, committed to her whim; if she did not get it, it would be a savage blow to her assurance. If he wanted, Sintor could Jet loose the full unlogic of her mind.


  Did he want to, he wondered. He had two choices. He could give her what she sought, and this would not only be pleasant, but it might lead to the key he wanted—if it led her to carelessness. But it might not; surrounded by hatred and abiding fear, the pattern of carefulness might be too deep. He would be her toy, but she might not give her toy the chance to scratch her.


  The other choice was dangerous. To thwart her, to frustrate her when she least expected it, was to let loose a beast. It was dangerous, but, in his perversity, this was the choice that appealed to Sintor.


  THE DECISION made in the blink of an eye, he hesitated but a moment further. He paused to implement the choice, and to give it strength and body. He reached back into the awareness of his own ugliness, the awareness that was almost his first conscious memory. And he drew from that awareness, building a solid hatred of the beautiful one before Mm. Like a valve he shunted that hatred in, and the hollow shell of his decision became a solid driving force; he let his eyes unglaze and looked at the girl before him.


  “Why yes, I am a man.” He spoke reasonably. “And I am quite certain you are a woman.” There was only the barest glint of irony in his tone, and his eyes were cool and without humor.


  The girl stared at him, her eyes wide. She looked like a picture of surprised innocence. She was puzzled, and could not account for his. words. She smiled tentatively, and reached out her hand again, to stroke his arm. Her fingers trembled slightly.


  Sintor blinked, and with perfect realism, half stifled a yawn. “By the way,” he said, “do you happen to have any more food around. I seem to be still hungry.” He sounded a trifle apologetic.


  The girl drew back her hand as if he’d burned her. There was a hint of panic in her eyes. “Food? You want food?” He nodded blandly. “But I am the Kritna, and you are here with me. I have offered you that for which many men would gladly die; how can you want food?” There was a desperate note in her voice.


  “I’m sorry,” Sintor answered. “It is, I know, impolite of me—but the simple fact is that I am hungry. You see I am a very ugly man, and you might think that I am therefore lonely. But strangely enough, women-seem to like ugliness.”


  He acted coy, and looked at her with an arch humor. “I don’t know why, but it is a fact—and I do all right. I like you, and you are a very pretty girl; but I am afraid I am too hungry right now to bother with you.” There was laughter in his tone, and he gave no sign at all that he saw the rising flush of anger in her face.


  She whirled up out of the sofa. With one bound she crossed the room and seized a nerve-whip from off a shelf. Her face was twisted and savage as she turned to him. “It’s food you want is it?” The words were hoarse and rough. “You won’t bother with me till you’ve had some food, will you? I’ll give you food, you . . .” She fired a string of words at him, calling him all manner of strange things. Each world has its own curse-words, so these were unfamiliar to him. But of their purpose her drawn lips and glaring eyes left no doubt at all. And as her voice mounted to a screaming climax, she pressed the stud and once more be was lost in the bright red agony of the nerve-whip.


  As the waves of torture rolled over him, tearing savagely at the very structure of his. mind, he was dimly aware that other men came in. He heard the girl, cursing. He felt himself lifted up and carted off ungently. And in the end, he felt the damp floor of a dungeon and heard the crash of a metal door. And then he was alone and left to sink into unconsciousness or sleep. Alone to dream of the tiger he had let loose, with full malice aforethought; to dream of being clawed by that tiger, and of striving to find some way to use its very savagery against it. But in the dream he could not find the way.


  SINTOR slept; and after a while, he awoke. He was lying on a damp stone floor in a room just barely big enough to lie in. The only light came dimly through the bars on the door from a torch outside. The only thing in the room except himself was an earthenware bowl on the floor near the door.


  With twisted, twitching arms, he dragged himself to the bowl. In it he found a rotten slimy mess. Food, perhaps—but food that only a vulture would eat. But inside him was the frantic hunger that the nerve-whip seemed to breed; his body cried out for the food and its cry was stronger than the revulsion of his mind. He ate.


  Having eaten, he slept. When, again, he woke, he found himself still stretched upon the floor. The bowl had been refilled with the same vile mess. But still, with trembling hands, he ate. And having eaten, fell asleep again.


  Three times this happened. Slowly he was forced to realize that the pattern was not changing. The utter weakness, the twitching that made each motion agony, was not abating. The hunger that before had marked recovery was this time only a single phase of torture. The sleep brought no release and no improvement; the pattern of hell was fixed and he was caught.


  Three times this pattern of his life repeated. And then the fourth time, his guard awakened him. “Wake up, you fool, for the Kritna would speak with you,” he heard. “Wake up, or I will have to wake you up with this.” He felt the nudge of a club.


  He twisted over and tried, without success, to hoist himself on agonizing joints. He could not do it, and the pain sent him back to the floor, drenching him with sweat. He lay there, struggling to remember. “The Kritna?” And then the memory came flooding back. The girl! That was what she had called herself.


  “Yeah, the Kritna,” the guard said. “What did you do to her, by the way?” His voice was curious.


  “I made her mad,” Sintor said.


  The guard laughed. “You sure did,” he said. “Don’t remember ever seeing anybody as badly off as you are.” There was no pity in his voice—only interest.


  “What did she do to me?” Sintor asked. “The nerve-whip, I know, but I’m not coming out of it. How come?”


  “She gave you too much of it,” the guard answered. “You turn the nerve-whip on a guy and he gets knocked out. If you turn it off fast, he’ll recover. If you don’t . . . well, he’s liable not to be quite as good as he was. And if you keep pouring it into him the way she must have into you, why then they get left like you. And, brother, you’ve had it!”


  “Then I’ll never be any better?” Sintor asked, feeling a black despair sweep over him.


  “No.” The guard was contemptuous. “No, you’ve had it for all time. Except, of course, you get a chance in a Release. But I don’t think you will. I think that’s why she wants you now; she don’t seem to like you.” He chuckled with mild good humor.


  “A Release?” Sintor could not, for a moment, remember. And then he did. That was the unknown factor here. The “Release” was, he knew, the key to this whole world. It was what made for such stability as there was. It was through the “Release”, apparently, that the priests were able to make the people gather the pollen of Seekar’s Lilly, in the face of the certain death from addiction to the drug that it contained. And it was the “Release” that made this world a bitter hatred—a world in which there was no love that he had found. No love nor any pity, but only lust and fear and hatred. It was the “Release” that was the key, but he did not know what it might be.


  The guard stood looking at him for a moment. Then, apparently conceding that Sintor could not walk—even if clubbed—he called another guard. Together, each taking an arm, they picked him up and carried him out the door, down a corridor, and up a flight of stairs. They carried him across a crowded hall and dumped him on the edge of a raised portion of the floor.


  4


  THE SILKY voice, though not loud, cut through the drone of the crowd with hidden intensity. “So my little monster is not feeling well. Is he hungry? Does he want food? Or has he had enough?” Sintor looked up. In a thronelike chair in the center of the raised portion sat the girl. Her lips were curled in a semblance of a smile but her eyes glittered as she watched him and the light in them was quite insane.


  He looked around, not bothering to answer her. The hall, what he could see of it through holes in the crowd of priests was large. He figured it was probably the huge white temple he had seen in the center of the city. It was closed, without windows or other openings, and the walls were quite bare. The only decorative features at all were the torches spaced at even intervals around, and the doors along the far wall that kept opening to admit more people from the night outside.


  The throne, if throne it was, was near the back of the hall. On that wall there were several small doors. It was through one of those, he thought, that he had been brought. The others probably led to other subterranean quarters and apartments.


  He stared at the torch that was nearest him. There was something odd about it, he thought. He could not quite decide at first, what it might be. And then he realized that there was a peculiar sheen to the wall behind it. The walls seemed to be of marble, but there was a quality to their reflection that was different. He stared at it, striving to make his eyes focus sharply. It looked, he thought with sudden recognition, as if there were a fine, metallic screen over all the surface. It was with a start that the thought came to him that this appeared to be a shielded room. He wondered why.


  “Do you approve, my little pet?” The girl’s voice sneered.


  “Do I have the choice of disapproval?” he asked.


  “Oh yes,” she said. “I don’t mind in the least if you dislike this. And, as a matter of fact, you will see this many times before you die. You will see it each time we call a Release. Each time we will bring you up here from your pleasant little room below. For I am merciful and I would spare you the agony of Release.” She laughed, low and viciously.


  “There is no Release here?” he asked.


  “In here?” She seemed puzzled. “Of course not. This is the Temple-room. Are your wits befuddled? You may not have seen this one before, but don’t you remember the other temple-rooms you must have seen?” She waited for an answer, but Sintor decided to keep quiet and let his silence force her speech.


  She did not wait for long. “No, my little monster, there is no Release in here; this is where we come to avoid Release. Only when we’re old, or sick, or want to change for any reason do we not come to a Temple-room. Do you think I would take a chance on losing this?” She looked down at her body. “While it stays young, I would rather that there were no Releases than to risk its loss. Only when it’s old or useless will I go out and pick some other young and handsome one, and pit my will against the peasant’s feeble panic.” Her face was cruel and unpitying.


  “There is no Release in here,” she went on, a moment later, “even though we make it here. You will lie there and will watch me build the forces of Release. You will see the Sphere light up, and you will know that if you were outside, then you would find Release. But, because you are not a man—but only the shell of a man, sucked dry by my contempt—then you will know that there is no Release for you but death!” She glared at him from snakelike eyes.


  She turned her head suddenly to four men who stood waiting at her side. “Bring it here,” she said. “It is time.” The men bowed and disappeared behind the throne. A moment later they appeared again, each bearing the corner of a table. They set the table down beside the throne. On it was an apparatus whose nature Sintor could not fathom. It was alien in form and design—so alien that he doubted if it had been made by human hands. It could have been, he thought, a relic of some ancient life form. Such relics did exist throughout the. universe, and occasionally they showed a high technocracy. This could be one of those. For it was alien, and only the empty sphere that formed the apex of the equipment seemed natural in its geometric perfection.


  The men took from the table a coil of heavy cable. This they laid along the floor and plugged the end into a socket in the wall. The cable passed very close to where Sintor lay. He could have touched it easily but simply lay there studying it. It, too, was somewhat alien. The outer layer appeared to be a woven copper mesh, but over it there was a faint suggested irridescence that puzzled him. And the cable was not uniform; its diameter varied with its length in some obscure pattern. What kind of energy was it supposed to carry? He wondered. Considering it, and the machine that was to generate the energy, and the suggested strangeness of the effects the energy would have, he doubted if it was of any form his civilization knew.


  WHEN ALL was set, and the men had told the girl so, she stood up. The hall became silent before her.


  “It is time,” she cried. “Are the doors all sealed and the room prepared?” One after another, men who seemed to be stationed at the doors called out that all was ready. Then she went on: “If it is so, then I, the Kritna, do summon the strength of the globe. I summon it to build the pattern that defends you. I do that which only I can do and for which you worship me. For the Globe is mine and only to my mind does it react, and I am unique. I am the Kritna!” The assembled crowd bowed low before her, and she stood there a moment, secure in her arrogance.


  She turned to the table at her side. Her eyes became opaque, her face impassive and quiet as she stared at the sphere. In response there came a faint shimmering in it. A shimmering of light, shifting in color and intensity, weaving an obscure pattern.


  It was no fake, he knew. In some queer telepathic way, he sensed that she was actually activating the equipment. Sintor wondered if he could interfere with what she did. He thought not; it did not feel as if he could. And even if he could, what good would it do? It would not destroy her or the hierarchy that she headed. It would just make her kill him. And he was sure she would not hesitate a moment to do so if she felt him any sort of threat. He did not try to take control.


  Slowly the pattern in the globe built up, weaving with greater and greater speed and brilliance, building a complexity that was almost solid. Serpents of fire that intertwisted in fantastic pattern. There was a hypnotic quality to it at first, as it kept folding itself inside out. But as it shifted with increasing speed, and as the color grew intense it became almost painful to watch. The instinct was to crouch with averted eyes, as if awaiting an explosion.


  There was a part of Sintor’s brain that was remote and cool. With careful abstraction, it was studying the problem, testing the validity of its data, checking each logical step, assuring itself that it was not neglecting any logical possibility. It waited, prepared, for the climactic instant.


  And there was another part of him, some deeper more unknown level, that studied the girl. It was this part that was aware of her mind, and of what it was doing with the sphere. Telepathy, perhaps; awareness on a subtle plane—he did not know. He only knew that it watched, waiting to give the signal that the instant had arrived.


  And the instant came. The awareness came that the girl was ready to release the energy of the sphere—to let the weird energy stored there flow down through the cable in a rushing torrent, flow out through whatever means of radiation was provided, pour loose upon this world to create the “Release”, whatever that might be.


  SINTOR acted; with a convulsive movement, he grabbed the cable where it passed near him. The agony of the effort seared through his nerves, but, by sheer force of will, he wrenched the cable and tipped over the table. The table tottered and fell, the strange and alien machinery falling with it. As it landed, the sphere exploded with blinding light. The sphere that contained and restrained the unknown energy was shattered— even as he had hoped.


  He felt a sensation beyond all normal experience—a twisting and a wrenching of his very soul, as if he were plucked out of his body and crushed and pulled by some enormous mystic hand.


  It was black. There was a solid blackness that denied the very thought of light. There was a numbness that refused the thought of feeling, and a silence that beat in upon him. He was alone.


  The deep resources of his mind took hold, enforcing sanity. They clamped down, keeping his mind from destroying itself in panic, and demanded an analysis. They forced his rational mind to effective action. They made him realize that there was only a limited number of possibilities, And most of those—such as the possibility that he could think of that offered anything but complete failure. He assumed its truth.


  On that assumption, then, he acted. He thought of the girl. He visualized her, and cried out to himself the command to go there. And, in the formless void, he felt himself move. He summoned his power and drove whatever it was that was himself towards the identification of the girl.


  There was a sudden moment of contact, a moment of violence and of struggle, a moment in which he threw the full and uninhibited force of his peculiar will against the other. But then he felt the other flee in panic and despair, and he was alone again.


  Once more he felt the floor beneath him, solid, and hard. He lay full length upon it. For a moment, he thought only of failure. But then he realized that one leg was pinned against a solid object. As he had lain before, there had been nothing that could pin it.


  Wild hope surged up within him. One eye he opened cautiously. He could not see, for a curtain hung in front of it—a curtain of long, silky hair that looked blonde. He put his hand up to shove it out of the way, and the hand was smooth and delicate, with tapering fingernails. For final proof, he shifted so that he could see the body that was his. There was no doubt. The body was quite obviously the one that had belonged to the girl known as the Kritna!


  He lay there, letting the knowledge sweep through him. His assumption— the wild, crazy assumption which was the only one he could think of that fitted the facts—was right. The energies the sphere had stored were, in some amazing way-, able to release the minds and personalities of all the people exposed to it. And while that energy, that unknown radiation, flooded the ether, all minds were free, floating in a formless void. Only when the radiation died could the minds return to the bodies. But when they did, the pairing of mind and body tended to be random, like the ball dropping into the slot of a roulette wheel. This was a “Release”—when all minds were gathered up, shuffled, and redealt according to the laws of chance.


  But even as a roulette-wheel can be crooked, and control be had of the slot into which the ball shall fall, so had the Kritna and the priests made this game crooked. Firstly, it was crooked because they gave themselves the choice of whether or not to play. If the body that they had was young and healthy, and gave them, pleasure, they did not play. Instead they stayed protected against the strange radiation. Only if they were sick, or old—or if, for souk; other reason, the body that they had no longer gave them pleasure—only then did they take their chance in the game.


  But it was also crooked in an even more brutal way. For there were those—himself as an example—who had some strange power of the mind that let them control their fate in the Release. They could go out and, as the girl had said, “pick some other young and handsome one. Thieves they were, without pity or humanity; it was no wonder they were hated.


  It was no wonder also that their rule was hard to break. For in the moment of a gathering revolution, when the people in their hatred were preparing to strike, they had put to release the energy of the sphere; in the consequent reshuffle, the revolutionists would lose each other. The organization of revolt would be broken, and the group dispersed. It would be scattered, furthermore, without leaving any mechanism of identification.


  SINTOR thought for a moment, drifting down into his mind. And he found in there some vestigial memories of the body itself. He could, though faintly and in unorganized manner, remember some of the things the girl had done, or had experienced. And in this fact, he saw the final link of the chain of the people of this world. For if they organized a revolution, and thought to foil Release by arranging some signal for their mutual identification—then, if, in the reshuffle, a priest got hold of one of the bodies, then he would remember the signal. The revolution would be doomed. No, the Release was a perfect devise for the protection of revolt.


  He shuddered as he thought of it, and of its implications. How could there be anything but hatred and despair in all this world? Brandis, the peasant, had not known whether the boy with him was his son. How could he, through all the Releases there had been since he was born? And how could he love the boy or any other person, not knowing who they were or where they might be shortly? How could there be love or pity, or any of the higher feelings, on this world with its history and its prospect of Release. Here, without even the elemental stability of identity, there could be only loneliness and aloneness.


  This, he thought, was the reason why they could harvest the deadly crop of the pollen of Seekar’s Lilly. What did it matter if your body rotted from, the drug the dust contained? Why should you worry as it pulled you toward ultimate dissolution? Before the end, you could be sure that there would be Release and you would have a chance. Somebody lost, of course; the body died eventually, and with it died a personality. But that would not be you, providing a Release occurred in time. So you really did not mind the work; you did not mind the rot it started in your body. And you gathered in the pollen as required.


  With a shudder Sintor rose to his—her—feet. The crowd that had been standing in the hall still squirmed upon the floor. Some few were getting up with dazed expressions, but most were staring around, shocked by the unexpected Release.


  The machine, the weird and alien mechanism of Release, lay on the floor, half melted, destroyed—without chance of any reconstruction. And, reaching back into the memories left by the Kritna, Sin tor knew that the machine was unique. It was, as he had guessed, a relic of an ancient culture that they had found. No man had made it; no man could even start, as yet, to study the forces that it had controlled. Destroyed, it was unique and could not be rebuilt. Never again would this world or any other know the horror of Release.


  Sintor could picture the future. Revenge, there would be, bloody and cruel. There would be nothing to stop the peasants from revolt. They would learn, to get together, without the Release to shatter their organization. And when they were together, even the nerve-whips would be futile. The priests would die. Those that did not would be hunted with savage intentness. The rule of the priests would be destroyed, and the world would fall to anarchy. They would starve, and they would kill each other for a crust of bread or for whatever else they might desire. Each for himself, facing for the first time a future for which it would be meaningful to gather food and other things, they would act in absolute brutality.


  But they would learn. They would learn to love. First their women and their children. Then their tribe, and then their race. And finally they would learn to love humanity. Through the blood purge that was surely coming, they would learn, and grow to full humanity.


  SINTOR smiled and turned away.


  As he did so, pushing back the long blonde hair, he saw the body that had once been his. It lay where he had left it. In the eyes that glared out at him there was no sanity; he knew that the mind behind those eyes had not survived the shock. Vengeance was his, he thought, but he found no joy in it. The turnabout that he suspected was, he thought appropriate. There was justice in it; but there was no mercy. And pity was in his heart, but there was nothing he could do.


  He looked around. Seeing a nerve-whip, he picked it up. From his acquired memories,. he knew that this too, was a relic of the ancient culture. He doubted if the technologies of man could duplicate it, but he thought that he might let them try. Besides, these priest might try to stop him—even in the face of their habit of obedience to this body. So, carrying it slung over an arm, he threaded his way through the mob towards the doors to the Temple.


  Outside, he gazed around, breathing the cool night air. Orienting himself, he started to make his way towards the valley where the Tradeship would land. From the memories that were not his own, he knew the ship would be in soon.


  As Sintor walked, he smiled to himself. He was free, and he had done what he had come to do; he had found out how this world had worked. He had learned the device the priests had used to make the people harvest the crop of the pollen of Seekar’s Lilly. And he had destroyed that device, so that—now that humanity no longer needed that awful crop—the people of this world would not continue slaves. And now he was on his way back.


  He wondered how much trouble he would have convincing Iklan who he was. He thought of, his identification: “The impossibility of providing pseudo time-invariant channels of communication between barbarians causes the development of non-topological cultures on Pelton.”


  Sintor chuckled at the strange irony that had picked that sentence as the identification code; a code should be meaningless, however meaningful it sounded. But Felton had given meaning to it. On Pelton there were no “pseudo time-invariant channels of communication.” Not between the peasants, anyway. And there was a culture in spite of it. There was stability, though there was no topology that lasted more than till the next Release. The culture was a hell, but it existed; and the code made sense.


  But getting back to his original problem, he doubted if Iklan would be easily convinced, even with the identification-code; and even with his assignment. When you drop off an agent who is a very ugly man, you do not lightly accept him back as an extremely beautiful girl. No, Iklan would be hard to convince, Sintor thought.


  He found perverse amusement in the thought, and smiled. His hand went up to smooth the golden hair. The gesture was quite feminine, but Sintor was adaptable.


  Snail’s Pace


  Algis Budrys


  Time was running short, as men sought the stars in stumbling steps, with shackled feet . . .


  THE NEWSPAPER whipped against Post’s leg as he jumped out of his car. He reached down for it and read the headline with nervous swings of his eyes.


  UNOSAF DELIVERS ULTIMATUM


  
    Union of South Africa declares for territorial self-determination following UNDELSA declaration to UN at yesterday’s session.

  


  Another one, he thought, and felt the cold pack of tension grow heavier at the pit of his stomach. He searched out other headlines on the rest of the crumpled front page.


  
    NEW DELHI, India, Sunday, May 3 (AP):


    Informed sources here state that India will probably announce its readiness to serve as arbiter in the Indonesian Police Action dispute, and that this announcement will come by tomorrow at the latest. There are indications that internment camps for captured personnel of both sides are already being prepared.


    BERNE, Switzerland:


    The Swiss Government today announced its stand of firm neutrality in the event of any outbreak of open hostilities on the European continent. This almost traditional declaration comes after . . .

  


  He crumpled the newspaper in his hand and threw it under the car. “In the event,” he thought angrily and ironically. The lid’s coming off the kettle again, and for every one that’s trying to hold it down, six are laying in supplies of burn-dressings—and nobody’s trying to put the fire out.


  He slammed the car door shut, locked it with staccato twists o-f his arm, and half-ran across the parking area, his musette bag swinging at arm’s length beside him.


  l


  The briefing room was crowded full of men who sawed at the air with cigaret-filled fingers and shouted at the men around them.


  The WAF Sergeant just inside the door almost shouted “Attention!” when he came in, then noticed that his regulation trenchcoat had no insignia skewered into the shoulder flaps and merely pointed him into the melee. He showed her his pass, but she only flickered her eyes over it before gesturing again, this time impatiently. He pushed between two men who were arguing violently in the aisle, did not apologize as his bag caught one of them on the thigh, and kept moving, shouldering toward the front of the room.


  NOBODY was standing on the platform under the map board, and there was no sign that there was anyone in authority anywhere in the room. Post swung around at the foot of the aisle, dropped his bag, and shouted, “Quiet!”


  The word, completely at variance with any of the usual military attention-getters, threw the room into silence. Eyes began turning toward him.


  “This is Hervey Post. I want all the men in the spaceship crew to report to me here at once,” he went on, his voice somewhat quieter, but no less impatient. There were bursts of indignation at the fringes of the crowd, but a small group began to work its way toward him, the various men coining from all parts of the room. He watched them come, not speaking until it became obvious that no one else was separating out of the remainder of the crowd.


  “Is this all of you?” he asked crisply.


  The seven faces swung back and forth for a moment, and then a thin-faced, dark-browed man with seamed cheeks stepped forward. “Yes, sir. I’m Devereaux, Co-Pilot. Wesley isn’t here.”


  Post raked the man’s face with his eyes. “Wesley isn’t coming. Bad security risk. I’m your new pilot.”


  He let that penetrate, disregarding the mixed surprise reactions, then went on. “Judging from the way this pack is acting, none. of you are keeping your mouths shut. Wesley just happened to be more obvious than the rest of you.”


  A slim, shallow-faced crewman with long blond hair brushed past the arm Devereaux put up in an attempt to restrain him. “I guess they can read the papers as well as we can!” he said into Post’s face. “The flight’s off, anyway; there’s a war coming any hour. Who’re you, anyway?”


  Post bored into him with his eyes, “What’s your name and duty?” he asked softly.


  “Ericson. Navigator. Lieutenant (SG) USN. And I asked you a question, mister.”


  “The only questions you’ll ask me, Lieutenant, will have a direct bearing on course data, and nothing else. We’ll have time for amenities when we get back on the ground.”


  Devereaux pulled the red-faced navigator back, and took his place in front of Post. “Then the flight’s still on,” he said, the touch of eagerness in his voice sounding oddly boyish in contrast to the experienced face.


  “You’re Major Devereaux, aren’t you?” Post asked, not bothering with the self-evident answer.


  “That’s right. And you’re Hervey Post.”


  “I said so,” Post said shortly.


  “The Hervey Past, I meant,” Devereaux protested.


  Post felt the familiar tremor at the corner of his thin lips. “The one. whose records you’re famous for breaking, yes,” he said.


  Devereaux moved his arms impatiently. “You were called out of retirement, sir?”


  Out of Valley Forge Hospital, you mean, Post thought. Abruptly, the utter wastefulness of spending time this way struck the lump of tension in his stomach and reacted explosively.


  “Come on!” he barked, “Let’s get going!” He pushed through them with his bag in his hand and shouldered the door at the side of the briefing room platform. “On tire field! Come on, on the field! Your equipment’s been loaded already.”


  “You mean we’re going right now?” another crewman asked, dog-trotting beside Post as he strode across the asphalt, his legs scissoring. “But the flight wasn’t scheduled until tomorrow! I haven’t even said goodbye to my wife.”


  “Mine doesn’t even know I’m not in Pennsylvania,” Post spat out without turning his head. He continued to make for the towering bulk of the clumsy three-stage rocket, conscious of the sound of seven pairs of hurrying and confused feet behind him.


  STAGE ONE dropped away, the Stage Two rockets cut in, and Post dosed his red-and-white teeth on his mangled lip again.


  No sense fighting it, the trained and methodical part of his mind told him. Relax as much as you can—it’s easiest that way.


  But he fought it, and though he blacked out, he won, because his broken lips moved into a smile as he saw Earth falling away below the portside fin for just a second before the breath blew out of his lungs.


  But he lost, as well, because he knew that whatever he had done—no matter how much ahead of schedule the ship orbited—the panic-stricken fools back on Earth would ensure that he was too late.


  l


  Conscious of the panic that rode his own shoulders, Post drove the crew like an enfuriated automaton, once they had established their orbit and were in free fall.


  “We’ll have time for the thrills of deepspace pioneering when we’re back in the cocktail lounges, you men! Get those cargo hatches open, and get those materials out. They want this rocket back on the ground for another shot next week.”


  Faster, he kept thinking. Faster and still faster! Maybe there’ll be time after all. But, though most of the space-station sections were no more than plastic skin stretched over precut members that were easily-maneuvered in free fall, he still knew that whatever was. done here in space was constantly being hamstrung on the ground. The other two stages must already have been recovered, overhauled, and refueled, there, but they had to wait for the top stage to return. And the panic-stricken headlines would grind on, as government after government fragmented away from the UN, and the fuses ticked away.


  “You! The one in green!” he barked into the microphone. “Watch that girder!” Pie heard the man curse, and watched him swing the beam back into line. They were clustered around the packets of construction materials.


  their suits all colors, the white helmets showing up the scarlet Double S of Space Service, the unified military project.


  There was an extra suit hanging in the lockers. Wesley’s suit—his, now, but he couldn’t wear it. Watch that heart, they’d told him. You can fool yourself in space. Five hundred pounds might not feel like five hundred pounds, but your muscles and your arteries would know.


  He cursed the knowledge, and clamped his fingers harder around the microphone. Work for fifteen years, telling them what Von Braun finally repeated, and because he’d had the right backing, they had to okay the project. Ride the tin-can rockets into the purple night, feeling your intestines swell and shift, freezing your fingers, frying from heat-shock in the helmet. Hang by your chute straps while you suck at your breakaway oxygen bottle, hoping it’ll get you down to breathable air all right, while what’s left of the rocket howls down into the desert below you. Kick and scream and bang on desks, until enough people get off their duffs, and you’ve got halfway decent equipment at last. Wreck your eyes at night, swill out your guts with cold and gruesome coffee while you read the reports from Dayton, while you analyze the figures from White Sands. Ride the rockets some more, and then break your spine in a sweltering day coach for Point Mugu to see what the Navy’s doing.


  And, finally, get the project set up, and get the rocket. The rocket! Hydrazine, instead of Plutonium. Three stagers, instead of one. Why? Sorry, Colonel, they’re too busy to devote time to experimenting with controlled fission.


  And for what? Watch the day of the first flight coming closer and closer on the calendar—and read the newspapers. Listen to the wolves howling on the Security Council floor. Spacestation? Certainly, Colonel. Wonderful launching platform.


  And have your heart conk out.


  When he remembered how the gauntleted fist had closed around his throat, sweat broke out on his forehead.


  Two years in Valley Forge. They’d gotten the heart under control, but they weren’t going to let the knowledge in his head run loose where that couldn’t be supervised. Sit and stagnate. Visiting days? Twice a month, Col—pardon me, Mister Post. See your wife? Certainly. Right through the wide spaces in that mesh. Security, you know.


  And then the lid danced on the kettle. We’ve had to put the cargo rocket pilot under surveillance, Mis—pardon me, Colonel Post. And it’s funny, but—ha ha—there don’t seem to be any other qualified pilots around. So you’ll be first into space after all, Col—pardon us, General Post. Isn’t that grand? We’ll have to hurry, of course. Move the shooting date up. There’s a lot of confusion at the base, it seems. Wesley started talk that we wouldn’t construct the station, now that the war’s so close. Not that there is a war coming, of course. Just a little unrest. But won’t that station make a wonderful launching platform, now?


  Oh, yes—hope your heart holds out.


  “Watch that girder, damn it!” he bellowed into the microphone.


  THE RADIO message from Earth rushed up and caught them. They swung down over northern Canada, and the beam was there in their path.


  “Time to listen to the foaming cleanser,” Devereaux said, and Wilkes snapped the switch on the receiver.


  “MR-I this is Ajax. Come in, MR-I.”


  “MR-I,” Wilkes acknowledged.


  “MR-I, orders follow: hold your orbit. Repeat. Hold your orbit. Supply rockets will be fired to you. Assemble station components. Repeat. Assemble station components. Make preparations to maintain position indefinitely. MR-2 under construction. You will be relieved when practicable. Make all possible preparations for defense. Repeat. Make all possible preparations for defense. The United States is at war. Repeat. At war. End of message.”


  Post slumped. Where the knot of tension and anticipation had been in his stomach, there was now only sickness.


  l


  “Who? Damn it, who!”


  “What’s been hit? Have they hit Glendale?”


  “Defense? Against what?”


  The sudden babble of questioning broke around Post’s head and spattered around the control room like spray. He thought about all the initials that had sprung up on Earth in the last twenty years. UN, UNDELSA, UNOSAF, USE. Some of the older ones—USA, UK, USSR. All beginning with Union, or United. Agglomerations, conglomerations, federations. We must all hang together, or we shall all hang separately. But we must not hand together in too-large groups. After all, just because you look like one of our. kind of bananas doesn’t mean you’re one of the bunch.


  Ladies and Gentlemen, the sawtoothed voice said in his mind, this morning the United States was attacked by alphabet soup.


  “At ease!” It was his own voice, striking out, but it surprised him nevertheless. While the other men in the control room stopped to look at him, he kicked forward, reached behind the ship’s big transmitter, and pulled a tube out of its socket. He dropped the tube into a pocket of his coveralls and swung around to face the men.


  “Orders as follows:” he said. “We’ve got two weeks’ rations. They’ll stretch for four. We’ve got three weeks’ air. We’ll stretch that as far as we can. Any of you men know how to work a chemical still? We’ll be getting our water from some pretty peculiar sources.


  “Now. Two of us will sleep while six work. At the end of every four hour shift, two men will be replaced. Anybody seen any blueprints of this section we brought up? No? All right, I’ll tell you what goes here. We start now.”


  “How about finding out what’s going on down there?” a voice cut in. That was Ericson, the Navy navigator.


  “Finding out? Sure—listen in on the receiver all you want to—if you’d rather not sleep on your off-watch. Want to ask questions? Sorry—transmitter’s closed down until further notice. I’ve got no more idea than you have of what might be coming our way, but I’m not going to have somebody triangulating this ship.”


  “But who did it?” Wilkes asked querulously. “Why didn’t they even tell us that much?”


  “Maybe they didn’t know themselves,” Post said, sighing with impatience. “Does it matter?”


  It didn’t, really. He assigned duty sections and cycled them out of the airlock, going back to his intercom microphone when the screens showed them milling around the discharged pieces of unassembled space-station sections.


  I’ll have to go out there myself, if it gets rough, he thought. He didn’t relish the thought. Right now, his directions over the microphone were enough. Later, when they became clumsy from exhaustion and hunger, he’d have to be right there.


  The pointlessness of the entire operation weighed him down. It would be months, even at top speed, before the station was completely assembled and operational. By then, tire war could be over—one way or the other. Could a nation at war keep fountaining materials out here, rocket after rocket, man after man? For what? The milltary value of a space station depended on its ability to fire bombs into strategic locations. With armies muddled all over the map, as they would be in a month or two, which were the strategic locations going to be? It would be like firing a shotgun into a barnyard. Kill a dozen chickens on the off-chance of winging a fox.


  If some other country had even this much of a station up, it would be a different set of conditions. Then the maintenance of this effort would fall under the head of second-stage planning. But there was no other station.


  So the whole thing was somebody’s panic-move. They’d be thinking it over in Washington right now—if there was still a Washington. And pretty soon the order to destroy the barely-started section would come through, and they’d drop back to Earth—and he’d never see space again.


  But, meanwhile, the men had to be kept busy. He could feel the lag already. The snap and drive had gone out of him, and the men were confused tv begin with. That blabbermouth pilot, Wesley, had wrecked their morale at the base, and they’d never quite recovered. He’d had to push and shove them along.


  The same way I had to push the project along, he thought bitterly. Fight, fight, fight, and it was like punching pillows. Sorry Colonel, we’re in hearty agreement with you of course, but the appropriation—well, that is a pretty steep figure, you’ll admit. It had taken Von Braun and Ley and a national magazine to convince them—to hell with what their own people had been telling them for years.


  “Slack off on that line! You want a ton of aluminum through your helmet?”


  And what had it all been for? It had been too late when they yanked him out of Valley Forge. They were going under, with the rest of the world, and they were trying to find an anchor out in space, but they hadn’t really had a chance.


  “That’s it! You, in the yellow, fit the end of that curved member into the socket on your keel spar. Blue, stand by with that welder. Come on, snap it up, snap it up!”


  But there wasn’t going to be much snap out of them. They were moving sluggishly, and thinking the same way. A thousand miles wasn’t enough to separate Wilkes from Glendale, or himself from Eleanor, he realized.


  DEVEREAUX and McCullers came in through the airlock as Wilkes, and Porter stood by to go out. McCullers stripped off his suit and fell on his bunk, but Devereaux waited until the other two men were outside and pushed himself over to Post. His face was pale, and even thinner.


  “All right, General, it’s been a week, and no word,” Devereaux sighed wearily.


  “No word, and no supplies,” Post said curtly. Devereaux was one of his own people—Air Force. The man had more of a right to his statements than the rest of them.


  “What do you think?”


  But he was getting under Post’s skin anyway.


  “Think? Major, what I think would surprise you. But it wouldn’t change anything.”


  “Do you think there’s anything left down there, General?” the man insisted.


  Post felt the unexpected jolt of anger trembling at his fingertips. “For all I know, the chimps are starting all over again down there. If they aren’t, maybe I think they should be—but that’s none of your damned business. Your business is to get some sleep so you’ll be fit to carry out orders.”


  To his surprise, Devereaux ignored what was practically another order. The man stayed where he was. “The big receiver’s still picking up broadcasts in Russian,” he said.


  “Can you understand Russian, Major?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Neither can I. Neither can anyone else in this crew. And if you think that the USSR is the one we’re fighting, you may be right—but I’d like to remind you that there are six other likely candidates. We’ve seen nothing to indicate any special preoccupation with the United States on anybody’s part. In my opinion, the explosions we’ve seen weren’t too particular about where they happened.”


  “Yes, sir.” Devereaux fell silent for a moment. Then he started again, speaking hesitantly at first.


  “General, it’s no secret in the Air Force that you’ve spent most of your life trying to get this project organized. It’s so little of a secret that a lot of us thought you’d wind up like Mitchell did.”


  “What about it?” Post demanded.


  Devereaux reddened. “Well, sir, I’ve sort of felt the same way you did.”


  “I know that. And stop constructing your sentences like a schoolboy. What’re you driving at?”


  “Snails, sir,” Devereaux said, stumbling. “I mean—the ancient symbol of human thought is the snail. Have you ever watched snails, General? They’re the most fumbling, erratic, downright stupid creatures on Earth. For a long time, I’ve thought of that as a pretty apt symbol.”


  “I see,” Post said. His eyes went back on the starboard screen, watching six men wrestling with plastic and metal. “Swing that sub-assembly into alignment!” he shouted. He turned his head and looked wearily at Devereaux. “Get your sleep, Major.”


  The man looked at him strangely. “All right, General,” he said finally. “But you see what I mean? It doesn’t really matter what the biggest part of the world’s people say or think—they don’t know where they’re going anyway. It’s only a few people—”


  “Like you and me, eh, Devereaux?


  That go out and cram progress down their throats?”


  “Yes, General.”


  “Get your sleep.”


  Post turned his back on him, and kept watching the screen until he heard the scuff of the major’s shoes as he kicked off, and the thud as he touched his bunk.


  So Devereaux had gone into space because he wanted to be a pioneer, eh? And the people on Earth—he repressed a slight, astonishing, shudder—were snails who, in their fumbling way, were making it impossible for men like Devereaux to give them their true destiny.


  Interesting phenomenon, exhaustion. Almost like alcohol in the way it stripped away a man’s attention for the detail required to maintain whatever personality he wanted the world to see. Generally speaking, worthwhile results justified their motives—and the motives were usually retouched for public examination anyway. So it was only at times like these that you could see what really made the Devereauxs of the world tick.


  He caught his eyes in the act of closing and jerked his head up.


  Later, back on the ground, he would be free to feel anger at the man. Right now, he was doing his job.


  But he would have to keep this new factor in mind. It was only one of the many he would have to begin cataloging and balancing off against each other as the men reacted to their worsening situation. For it had been a week since the orders were broadcast, and since then he had heard nothing else from the United States. The supply rockets hadn’t come, either. He had a pretty fair idea of how long it would take to build a new top stage.


  And it was far longer than the three weeks they had left.


  AT THE END of two more weeks, there still hadn’t been any supply rockets, and still no word from Earth. The ship hadn’t carried a telescope up with her. That was coming later. As they swung around and around the world, Post tried to see what he could through the few viewports, but most of the time that wasn’t very much. The screens wouldn’t focus at that distance, and finally he worked himself into Wesley’s suit and went outside. He hung face-down beside the ship, trying to make sense out of the jumbled landscape below and out of the occasional clouds that boiled up out of it, but they were far too high for any kind of detailed observation.


  It was only after he swung himself back inside the ship that he realized that he had actually drifted in free space for the first time in his life. It struck him that he hadn’t even noticed the stars.
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  As the fourth week began, Post took a regular working shift in space. Most of the section they had brought up with them was now assembled, and as he fitted metal to metal, or stretched plastic over the framework, he relentlessly kept the realization of the futility of their work from entering the channels of his mind.


  “Well, General?” Ericson asked, floating beside him. “What are you going to do?”


  “Follow orders,” Post snapped. He turned his red-rimmed eyes to look at the navigator.


  “Isn’t it true, General, that there’s been no word whatsoever from Ajax? We certainly haven’t seen any supplies. We have a week’s half-rations left, and about as much air. We have no idea of the situation on the ground. Have you heard any English language broadcasts at all?”


  “Code.”


  “Well, then, sir, do you propose to land the ship when our supplies reach the critical level?”


  So it’s out now, Post thought. Somebody was going to ask it, and now it’s out.


  “If no additional supplies reach us, Lieutenant, I will make my decision at the critical time. Meanwhile, clear the communications channel,” he rasped, conscious of the unwieldiness of his vocal chords and the thickness of his tongue. There were slight foggy spots in front of his eyes, and his lungs were gasping for air.


  Ericson said, “Yes, sir,” and brought the point of his welder down on a joint.


  But I’m going to have to make the decision, Post thought. And I don’t know what it’s going to be.


  He visualized the completed space station as it would have looked, swinging around the Earth like an inner moon. A shuttle point for the Lunar spacers. An observatory. The ideal weather station. And the ideal peacemaker, I thought. Now, I’m not so sure. In a way, even the small part of the station that they had assembled was the outermost milestone of human progress.


  First the Babylonians. Then the Egyptians. Then the Greeks, and the Romans. Inching upward, torn by cross-purposes, each period of action followed by one of reaction, of stasis. Stagnation, or consolidation? Had the material progress that had reached its peak in Rome needed the Middle Ages as a sort of resting place, where, while the hurried tumbling forward had slowed to a statelier walk, the arts and philosophies had been given time to realign themselves, to assimilate the knowledge which man had carelessly tossed into the storehouse of his culture?


  And then the industrial revolution, and the mad drive forward again, even faster this time. Was this the peak? Was the world going to fight itself into stasis again? Was he, without knowing it, a man born out of his proper historical era? He’d pushed and fought for this last monument to physical progress. Had he been fighting the inevitable action of a cultural cycle?


  He caught himself hanging over a brace and staring vacantly at the stars. He shook his head violently. Lord—sleeplessness was making a philosopher out of him!


  He felt Ericson’s touch on his arm. “Off watch, General.”


  “Thanks, Ericson,” he muttered, and kicked himself toward the ship. But, still and ail, you couldn’t chart human progress as a straight line. The line rose and fell, tacking into all kinds of backwaters, taking four steps where two would do, kinking and twisting, and only slowly reaching toward its objective—he stopped. At a snail’s pace?


  Not the way Devereaux meant it.


  HE CYCLED in through the airlock with Ericson and saw Devereaux at the big transmitter. He twisted his mouth into a thin and exhausted smile. He’d left the coveralls, with the missing tube in their pocket, hanging in the control room.


  He heard Ericson’s sharp breath as the navigator saw what the Co-Pilot was doing. Devereaux, too, must have heard them come in. But he stayed at the transmitter, twisting the dials and speaking calmly into the microphone.


  “CQ, CQ, CQ. USA space-station calling CQ. Over.” He listened for a moment, then moved the dial to a new setting and tried again, using the same amateur radio operator’s call for “Come in, anybody.”


  Post unfastened his helmet and swung it back. “What country are we over, Major?” he asked quietly.


  Devereaux turned around and shrugged. “We’re crossing Europe. Besides, anybody’s liable to be anywhere, by this time. You shouldn’t have left that tube accessible if you were going to go outside and leave the radio untended, General.”


  “Get any answers?”


  Devereaux shook his head. “Nothing real. I got a burst of Spanish a while ago—or maybe it was Portuguese.”


  “He’s lying,” Ericson suddenly broke out. “He’s a spy.” The man braced his feet to push him at Devereaux.


  The major shook his head and smiled at Post, ignoring Ericson entirely, as though the navigator were incapable of understanding Devereaux’ motivations.


  “I’m sure the General will agree with me that I’ve come to a logical decision based on factors which supersede chauvinism,” he said. “Obviously, we occupy a unique position. We have here, in even this fragment of what a completed station should be, the greatest instrument for progress that humanity has ever had, We may be Americans, but our first obligation is to the advancement of the human race as a whole. The USA hasn’t been heard of in three weeks. I think we can safely assume that it no longer is the USA.


  “Very well, with no source of supply, we’d have to abandon the station very shortly—if we persist in the view that this is a purely national effort which ends along with the nation primarily responsible for it. But, if we consider that we represent human progress, not national advancement, then we also represent all humanity—and we can ask all humanity to support us. After all, what does it matter which group serves as the agency that enables men to reach the stars? As things stand, we’re in a position to demand help. They may not like it, down on Earth, but they’ll have to supply us—because how do they know we haven’t a bomb or two up here with us?”


  Post heard Ericson curse softly beside him. His own first impulse was to order Devereaux away from the transmitter, but two things were stopping him. First, he wasn’t sure the major would obey him. Second, he wondered if Devereaux’ stand was really so far different from his own. Hadn’t he, himself, forced the station program along with every means at his command, regardless of what anyone else wanted? Hadn’t he bullied and browbeaten all the various government agencies, unifying them into action with the threat of what would happen if they didn’t build the first station? And now Devereaux proposed frightening all the Earth’s diversified nations into supplying the station, and thus maintaining Man’s drive into space, with the threat of a hostile station? Was there, really, any difference?


  And then he thought of a difference. “The United States is at war, Major. What do you propose to do if you get a reply from the enemy?”


  Devereaux moved his mouth in a superciliously surprised expression. “General,” he said chidingly, “isn’t it clear to you that if we are representatives of humanity as a whole, then we cannot consider ourselves as an arm of the United States, that, essentially, we have no enemy?”


  “Selling out, are you?” Ericson said, his voice trembling with outrage.


  “Still cramming progress down the throats of snails, eh?” Post asked, the sound of his own words surprising him. He felt the sweat running over him inside the suit.


  ERICSON jumped for Devereaux then, shooting across the room as his legs threw him across the room from the bulkhead against which he’d braced them. And Post found himself diving after him.


  They crashed into Devereaux and sent him rebounding from the overhead. He came spinning lazily down. “What’re you doing?” he shouted. “Can’t you see it’s the only answer?” Ericson reached out and twisted his arms behind him. “Not for us, it isn’t.” His face was red, and the lank blond hair was drifting over his face.


  Post took Devereaux’ flailing legs. “We’ll strap him in his bunk. Lieutenant.”


  “Right.”


  Devereaux was silent, his face pale and sweat-streaked.


  Post wished that it was as simply patriotic a matter for him as it was for Ericson. But it wasn’t. Basically, he and Devereaux were much more alike than the Lieutenant and Post were. They both saw the same symbols. Even the ship and its cargo were a symbol. But each man interprets things his own way—and Devereaux’ interpretation was not the same as his.


  “Call the men in, Lieutenant,” Post said. “We’re going home.”


  Both Ericson and Devereaux stiffened, with equally incredulous expressions.


  “We might as well, now,” Post said. “Devereaux’ given our location away. They’ll be sending homing rockets up at us pretty soon.”


  “Don’t be a fool, Post!” Devereaux said harshly. “The United States is a radioactive hell by now. Land somewhere else.”


  Post shook his head, feeling the cost of the effort in his tired neck muscles. “It’s the only country we’ve got, Major.”


  And the only world. Basically, they were going, back because one man had tried to enforce his interpretation of certain abstract concepts—visualized as symbols—over the interpretations of other men. Just as Post, himself, had tried to force something, into being at a time when the world was not in agreement with him.


  Or, perhaps, even if in agreement, caught in the grip of something beyond its ability to combat. If there were cycles of material progress followed by cycles of stability and consolidation, then there was no point in trying to overcome them. It was possible that humanity had a limited capacity for too much progress in any direction, and that all attempts to force it beyond that capacity were useless.


  Just so muck sand in the hour glass, he thought. When the flow stopped, time didn’t end—but the glass had to be turned over, and the flow reversed.


  He thought of what Earth must be like, now. Smashed and wounded, with the great factories broken and the power lines down. They’ll be back to wood fires and bows and arrows if they’re not helped. They won’t need a space station half as much as they’ll need teachers and historians to keep the records of what they had, and will have to build back to before they can leap ahead again.


  The snail’s pace of human progress. Back and forth, side to side. But they’d get there, eventually. Maybe, in the light of what they had done, they were going to go in the opposite direction for a while. But they’d be back. It was just a matter of going home and getting a few interpretations straight.


  He looked at the screen and saw the men come drifting toward the ship from the station section. That’ll be out there a long time, I think.


  He looked at Devereaux, who was accusing him with his eyes. Post hadn’t intended to explain this, but, perhaps because of that look, he said, “We’re not going back—we’re going ahead.”


  And the shipload of pioneers drove ahead to the Earth, a symbol of human progress.


  Night-Fear


  Frank Belknap Long


  Somewhere, somehow, they’d bungled—or perhaps a bright child was too smart for them, whatever they did. The reason was no longer important; now, it was the fact that Johnny had found what they’d worked so hard to conceal from him—and Johnny was afraid . . .


  IN THE big house, upstairs, a child was sobbing. Dr. Brannon could hear the sobs from the foot of the stairs, and his nearsighted eyes grew troubled. It was more than he could understand.


  Johnny wasn’t a maladjusted youngster, starved for sympathy and affection; he was a perfectly normal seven-year-old, fond of games and well-liked by is playmates. A self-reliant, confident lad, even if he did have a way of smiling which made him. seem wise beyond his years, at times.


  Dr. Brannon tried hard to swallow his fear as he climbed the stairs. For the first time in ten years he felt really old—weary and baffled and old. He found himself thinking of Johnny’s pretty young mother, and how hard she had tried to spare her son the loneliness and dread which had cast a shadow on her own childhood.


  Even unto the third generation, he thought, and for an instant bitterness tightened his lips and drove the gentleness from his eyes. Why should a child playing with other children in the warm, bright sunlight feel a sudden, terrifying sense of insecurity? What could have darkened the sunlight for him, and undermined his confidence in himself?


  Dr. Brannon glanced nervously at his watch. Try as he might, he could not rid his mind of the alarming, hour-old memory of a laughing, healthy child eclipsed by a white-faced stranger with tormented eyes and tear-stained cheeks.


  Psychologists were always harping on the almost-miraculous sanity of childhood, its freedom from morbidity, its joyous acceptance of life as a shining, untarnished coin. How blind they were not to realize that children were at the mercy of night-fears—r great, shadowy-winged creatures which could inflict cruel wounds, and go flapping off into the darkness, leaving their small, terrified victims in full flight from reality on a plane incomprehensible to adults.


  It is always a trying moment when an elderly physician must win the confidence of a young patient by absolutely untried methods. Dr. Brannon could still hear himself asking: “What frightened you, Johnny? Did you talk it over with the other children? Is that why you’re so frightened?”


  He might as well have saved his breath. Johnny hadn’t wanted sympathy of a wheezing, red-faced old fool of a doctor.


  The door of Johnny’s room was ajar. Dr. Brannon could hear Johnny’s mother moving about and making a difficult situation worse by talking to her son as if he were still a tot of three with a stubborn streak, and a bad case of sulks.


  With an impatient grimace, he stepped into the room, and shut the door quickly behind him. “Well, Johnny, how do you feel now?” he asked. “Don’t you think we’d better have another little talk—man to man?”


  Johnny’s mother ceased rearranging the pillows at her son’s back and straightened with a sigh that was half a sob, the bedside lamp casting a circle of radiance about her pale hair.


  “I’m sure he’ll talk to me now,” Dr. Brannon said, conscious of a faint irritation with the woman for being so beautiful seven years after the death of her husband. Somehow the mother of an ailing child who was not a little worn-looking grated obscurely on his sense of propriety.


  In utter silence he drew up a chair, sat down and looked at the lad on the bed over the top of his spectacles. He saw Johnny’s face as a misty oval, the eyes darkly shining.


  He coughed and adjusted his glasses. Seeing Johnny’s face clearly, he felt a curious helplessness which his reason could not justify. Surely Johnny wasn’t beyond help; he wasn’t physically ill, or running a fever. His mother had perhaps unwisely put him to bed, and pulled down the shades, leaving him for a full hour in deep darkness. Naturally he would be blinking now, and confused, and resentful. He couldn’t possibly be as tormented as he looked, as inwardly beyond hope of rescue.


  DR. BRANNON hitched his chair nearer to the bed, and the smile that came to his face was slow and friendly. “If you were away at school I could understand your not wanting to talk about it,” he said. “Strangers might not know what a brave lad you really are. But I know, Johnny. Surely you can talk freely to an old friend in your own home!”


  For an instant Johnny drew back as if in secret pain. Then, abruptly, he leaned forward, his eyes accusing, his hands tightly clenched. “This isn’t my home!” he said, and his voice seemed no longer the voice of a child, but that of some aging wanderer, shaken by despair and wretchedness.


  Dr. Brannon stared for a long moment into the bewildered, angry eyes in shocked disbelief. Then his lips tightened, and he said in a voice that was almost a whisper: “So you’ve found that out at last, lad!”


  Johnny’s mother straightened as if stung by a hornet. “How could he find out?” she breathed. “None of the other children knew.”


  “How did you find out, Johnny?” Dr. Brannon asked.


  Johnny shook his head, then looked away quickly.


  “All right, Johnny,” Dr. Brannon said, gently. “Keep it to yourself, if you wish.”


  He turned around to face Johnny’s mother. “You can’t keep secrets from some youngsters,” he said. “You just can’t, that’s all. It’s as great a folly as trying to hide a jam-pot on a high shelf. Most likely the other children knew just enough to enable him to put two and two together.”


  Dr. Brannon took his spectacles and blew upon them. “Children’s minds are tricky. When a lad like Johnny puts two and two together he’ll come up with a figure that cuts across all mathematical boundaries. Not four, mind you, but a figure that cuts much closer to the truth.”


  Johnny’s mother sat down on the side of the bed, put her arm around him and kissed him. “Johnny—” she whispered.


  Dr. Brannon’s eyes had a glint that might have been compassion or amusement—or both. “Your mother’s here, Johnny,” he said. “Doesn’t that make it your home?”


  “No, it doesn’t.”


  “You’re afraid, lad—is that it? For the first time in your life, you feel lost and afraid and alone?”


  There was a quick, answering look of torment in Johnny’s eyes.


  Good lad, Dr. Brannon thought. Someday, Johnny, you’ll answer all ike well-meant questions fearlessly. It’s the only way we can give and receive help in the loneliness and the darkness.


  Dr. Brannon pushed back his chair, “‘and stood up. “I’m going to prove to you that you have a home, Johnny,” he said. “There’s something you’ve got to face, and we’re going to face it together.”


  At the door he paused to speak to Johnny’s mother. “Get him ready,” he said. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”


  WHEN DR. BRANNON returned Johnny was ready. If Dr. Brannon had moved wearily before he now seemed to bear the weight of the world on his shoulders. “All right, lad,” he said. “We may as well get going.”


  Dr. Brannon took Johnny by the hand, and together they descended the stairs of the big, silent house, moving slowly and awkwardly. Then out across a sun-drenched playroom they went, and down a long sloping corridor with shining walls.


  Doors opened at their approach with an eerie droning, and closed noiselessly behind them. Five doors with winking lights, and then they were in another corridor which was almost a tunned, and a cold wind seemed to blow in upon them.


  At the end of the corridor they halted, and Dr. Brannon said: “You were born here, Johnny. For all the years of your life, this has been your home. A good home, Johnny, a home to be proud of. I was not born here, but the sunlight up above is as warm and bright as the sunlight I knew as a child.”


  “It’s not real sunlight,” Johnny said.


  “No, of course not; but it’s just as healthful. You see, lad, even now we who should be strong and self-reliant sometimes become frightened. We let ourselves become frightened, and it is very foolish.”


  Dr. Brannon pressed Johnny’s hand. “We thought we could protect you from the cold and the dark—to keep you from feeling lost and afraid for the few happy years before eight. We of an old generation had a less-secure childhood.”


  Dr. Brannon scratched his ear. “I’m afraid we were not too successful; you were too smart for us. Youngsters really know how to cut corners to get at the truth, and when they do—” He smiled, “There’s a fine kettle of fish to unboil, lad!”


  Dr. Brannon tightened his grip on Johnny’s hand. “So now for the first time you’ll see your home as it really is. I’ll tell you how it became your home, and you’ll be proud—you’ll be so very proud of the men who gave their lives to make it your home—you’ll forget to be afraid.


  “Now remember what I told you. That spacesuit is heavy and weighs you down. But away from the station’s artificial gravity, you’ll be as spry as a harvest mouse in a field of summer corn.”


  Dr. Brannon pressed a button and there was a steady, humming sound.


  Dr. Brannon said slowly: “Now put on your oxygen-helmet, lad. That’s right; just let it settle gently on your shoulders, the way your father did when the Earth was forever behind him, and he walked from the rocket with the courage of a true pioneer.”


  For a moment Dr. Brannon seemed to grow in stature, as if the bracing of his shoulders had added a cubit to his height. Then the airlock swung open, and the man and the boy walked forward together, and emerged hand in hand on the cold, dark surface of the moon.


  Machine Complex


  Leonard Wampler


  Sometimes a youngster’s reading-matter really requires careful supervision . . .


  King: How do you, pretty lady? Ophelia: Well! they say the owl was a baker’s daughter. We know what we are, but we know not what we may be.


  HAMLET: Act IV, sc. v.


  TODAY THE Repairman came to see me again.


  He really is a doctor, but I like to call him the Repairman, it irritates him so much.


  He says it makes him think of a mechanic or some other kind of technician who repairs inanimate things. And be says, “Damn it all, boy, I’m a physician, a doctor of human beings, not a garageman!”


  Of course he knows I’m only joking, but that doesn’t keep him from glowering at me and muttering to himself all the time he’s in my room.


  This morning he had me strip down to my chassis and gave all my parts a complete going over. When he finished he said I’m alright again, and I can go out and run, tomorrow. I told him I was glad to hear that because my wheels are getting a little rusty, being on the blocks as long as I have been. He frowned and muttered some more about the dubious by-products of the machine age. I rolled into high gear.


  “Don’t race your motor, Repairman!”


  He snapped his tool kit shut and left in a huff. I went out on the landing where I could hear him talking to my mother, downstairs.


  “It isn’t normal!” he was protesting. “The boy is headed for something of a disaster unless you do something to prevent it This business of living, thinking as a machine instead of a person is leading him straight toward a breakdown. When and if it hits him, I’ll have to recommend a complete psychological overhaul!”


  I could hardly keep still. Isn’t it a laugh, though? In order to describe the treatment of what he calls my machine complex, he had to resort to a mechanical term. Overhaul, ha!


  After awhile—I didn’t listen any longer, it was all so stupid—he left, and I. came downstairs. I wandered around a few minutes, just looking out the windows and planning what I’d do when I go outside tomorrow, and I guess I must have got in Mother’s way. She pushed me into the library.


  “Amuse yourself in here for an hour or so,” she told me. “I’ve got to get things ready for your father’s dinner.”


  I didn’t mind. I like to read, occasionally. It passes the time.


  I skipped over the books on the lower shelves. They were just the usual things, anyway, and didn’t look very interesting. I finally selected a couple of old ones from Father’s collection that he keeps on the shelf nearest the ceiling. They were really ancient. I had to handle them carefully to keep them from crumbling to pieces.


  I flipped through the first one. No pictures. I laid it to one side. Reading without pictures can be so tedious.


  The other one was much better.


  I was chuckling over it when Mother went by the door.


  I stopped her and asked her to come in. “Look at these!” I said. “Did you ever see such funny pictures in all your life?”


  CHE TOOK one look at what I was reading and stopped in her tracks. “Where did you get that?” she demanded.


  , She was flushing. Positively flushing. I had never seen her so excited before.


  I showed her where I got the book. “Your father!” she exclaimed. “I’m having a talk with him tonight—you see if I don’t!!”


  “With Father?” I asked. “What about?”


  “Never mind! Just never you mind!”


  I couldn’t see what the fuss was about. It was only a book.


  The drawings in it were strange, sure, but there was nothing indecent about them. Maybe funny, and a little freakish, but not indecent. Certainly nothing to call a family conference about.


  Anyway, she commanded me to give her the book, so I did. I switched over to one called “Jon Dare’s Trip To The Moon”. It was dull, but at least I got to read it all the way through without causing Mother to strip her gears again. Once a day is enough for that kind of thing.


  I wondered from time to time what would happen when Father came in.


  Nothing did. At least not until after we’d assembled in the dining room and filled our fuel tanks. Then Mother took Father into the library. I wanted to come in, too, but she told me to go to my, room.


  I WENT ONLY as far as the hall, and stopped to listen.


  “Chalmers!” she said to him, “look at this!”


  Though I couldn’t see, I knew she must be holding out the book she had taken from me.


  “What about it?”


  “What about it? Our son was reading it today, that’s what about it! I told you when you brought it home he’d get it sooner or later, but you wouldn’t listen! Bringing in such, such incredible trash for a young mind to absorb. I said at the time . . .”


  “And I told you time after time since then that I can’t see what harm it can do the boy. There are things in there that he’s bound to discover someday, and he may as well get them straight from the beginning! It’s all a part of his growing up, and I still can’t see what possible harm—”


  “You can’t?” my mother interrupted. “Well I can!! He’s young. Sensitive. And he’s already headed for a . . . a . . . machine complex! Ask the doctor; he was here just today. Our son doesn’t even think of himself as a human being! This fantastic drivel could easily drive him the rest of the way, if he took it in! It could make a complete neurotic of him! That’s what harm it could do!”


  I peeked around the door. Neither of my parents noticed me. They were completely engrossed in the book my father held.


  “Look at it! Why do you suppose the publishers were ever permitted to print such a hopelessly incorrect text as that?”


  Mother pointed at a page in the book. “Full of misconceptions!” she snorted. “Not a single correct figure. Not one digit as it should be!”


  “The boy is fairly intelligent,” said my father, and I glowed. “I think he’ll understand that this isn’t factual information if I explain it to him.”


  Mother was losing control of herself. “Explain, explain, explain!” she retorted. “I’m going to do something about it!”


  “Allis! Have you gone completely off the track? What are you doing?”


  “I’m destroying your precious ancient manuscript, that’s what I’m doing! If you won’t protect your child’s mind, it’s up to me!”


  She had uncoiled her middle feeler and snatched the book from my father’s tri-digital hands. She was so excited I could hear her intakes clicking.


  She ran the book through her shredding mechanism.


  “Textbook of Human Anatomy, ’51 edition, indeed!” she whirred.


  The Poetess and the 21 Grey-Haired Cadavers


  W. Malcolm White


  without once taking his tongue out of his cheek, here relates the fascinating instance of


  MARIJANE BRAZENOSE was a delicate soul, as befits a young lady poet. She was subject to drafts, bruised easily, and suffered sniffles at appropriate times and seasons. If there is a heroine to this tale, it ought not to be she, for the credit must go to Mother Nature. Nevertheless, this is the tale of Marijane’s experience with the Cannery World.


  They called it the Cannery World afterwards of course; the name fitted. Imagine if you can, a world of one huge metal city, a city sprawled over continents and oceans—a world-sized city without parks or squares; simply hundreds of stories high, and dozens of stories deep beneath the ground; million-cubicle blocks of houses divided from each other only by mile-deep narrow metal canyons; lit eternally by artificial blue lights.


  Imagine every room in every building housing at least one family. Imagine no room differing from any other room; no pictures on walls; no furniture save for sleeping-mats; and no cooking utensils. Imagine eating only the one food—the universal cerealnutriment mush. Imagine everything metal, everything greyish.


  That is the Cannery World. A planet-wide mass of canned humanity, a world corresponding exactly to the planet Earth, whose space it occupies. For the Cannery World is a vibrational twin to this Earth of ours—possibly one of many—separated by a gulf of vibrational and supra-atomic strictures, entirely comprehensible to scientists, and students of the occult, but baffling to the uninitiate.


  Marijane Brazenose had no more suspicion of the Cannery World’s dull existence than anyone else in the world had at the time she accepted her friend and patron’s invitation to a summer weekend at his estate. For you see, Marijane Brazenose was also a very pretty and desirable young lady of twenty-two, whose three slender volumes of delicate verse had been “sponsored” financially by, young Edward Fitzhugh—in the hope she would get the poetry out of her system long enough to say “yes” to his pleas. The Fitzhugh family were rolling in the long green, and Edward could afford to indulge a pretty young thing’s fancies.


  So Marijane rode out to the Fitzhugh estate on an air-conditioned train; was driven to the sprawling country home set in the middle of the wide Fitzhugh greenery; and ensconced herself for the weekend in the luxurious manor house, so conveniently air-conditioned for her special benefit.


  Marijane did not like to travel in August. She preferred her penthouse in Greenwich Village, but she had promised Edward one last visit before she immurred herself until October.


  There were no other guests that weekend, and the servants were carefully trained to keep themselves out from under foot. Marijane and Edward could sit in the wide, glassed-in conservatory and gaze out towards the acres of flowers and shrubs, while giving out the ecstatic sighs of youth and love. They could also have enjoyed the powerful Fitzhugh television-sets and radio-cabinets, except that something was wrong. Every time they turned one on, they got simply awful static, weird snow, and ghastly blurs. There was an electrical demon loose in the house, as Marijane put it; nothing was working right. Big static sparks leapt up from the imported rugs and hit Marijane’s hand when she touched the furniture.


  It was all most upsetting, and Edward promised to call in some men to check the house-wiring. Fortunately the air-conditioning was not affected.


  THE TROUBLE with Cannery World started shortly after lunch, that Saturday. They were walking along the main hall on their way to the library, when Marijane noticed a strangely-discolored spot on the wall, right on the rich panelling. She stopped, pointed, “Why, look—it’s all blue!”


  Edward looked, and indeed she was right: There was a round bluish circle on the wall, right on the polished wood. As they stared at it, they both gasped, for the spot was growing before their very eyes.


  “It looks like a blue spotlight against the wall, rather than a stain,” said Edward peering closely.


  “Oh, dear,” Marijane grabbed his arm’. “Don’t get too close.”


  She was right; clearly, it was growing brighter and wider, and getting a bit crackly as well. It seemed to flicker slightly as it spread outwards over the wall. There was a scent of ozone in the air. Then, before either of them could jump, the spot flared out into a brilliant blinding blue; there was a sharp explosion; and . . . the light was gone. There was a hole in the wall where it had been.


  The hole was perfectly circular and large, about seven feet in diameter. Through it, they could see into a room, with bare metal walls and a bare metal floor. They stared, and as they stared, there were footsteps; a man stepped into the hall from the unknown room beyond, stopped before them, and nodded slightly. “Welcome,” he said in a flat monotone, “to Sector Seven, Quadrant Sixteen, Level Nine, Extended.”


  They stared at him, while he glanced around the hall. He was pale, with a translucently-whitish skin. His eyes were a yellowing gray; his thin hair was gray; his features were sharp; his lips thin and colorless; his chin pointed. His clothing consisted of a singlepiece coverall, grey-blue in tone. The only decoration was a small line of ideographic markings across his chest, presumably indicating a name. He carried a metal box in his hands, propped like a weapon.


  “My name is Lekto cal-Magima tul-Anamagar cum-Lektor. I have been directed to assist your assimilation.”


  “What are you doing in my house?” said Edward regaining his tongue. “What do you mean by cutting holes in my wall, and where did that room come from?”


  Edward was an assertive young man; as heir to the Fitzhugh fortunes, he never felt that he had to take lip from characters like the one before him.


  However, Lekto did not change expression. “You are to come with me. I will direct you until we start our emergence preparations.” He pointed his little box at Edward and Marijane, and ennui seemed to fill their bones. They felt unable to disagree with him; they followed him meekly through the hole into the metal room.


  DURING THE next twenty-four hours, they learned about the Cannery World and its relationship to ours. They ate the One Food, found it edible but thoroughly dull. They learned that it was made in universal factories, that it was all-complete—nothing else in the way of nourishment being required. They learned that on all this earth—(which had once been quite similar to ours)—there was not a green thing growing—not an animal, fish, or bird; that it harbored something over a trillion people, who had reached the limits of their artificial world. They also learned that the Central Manager of this particular Sector and Quadrant and Level had worked out the principle of breaking down the barriers between the two worlds and was “extending” his sector (unknown to his managerial colleagues) to cover our world. This was their initial break-through.


  By the next day, a file of twenty men joined the couple in the room by the entry-hole. These were the men who were to set up the device outside the Fitzhugh house that would permit unlimited immigration. They differed from Lekto in no fashion whatsoever. Grey hair, similar eyes, features, pallidness gave Marijane the shuddery feeling that it would soon be a horribly colorless and dull world to live in, when several billion of these characters had come through.


  She was thoroughly depressed by the thought. For a young lady poet, truly this was to be an unpoetical future. She gazed out of the one square window into the deep blue-lit canyon of a street, faced with tens of thousands of the same unshaded and unopenable windows, upwards, downwards, in all directions as far as the eye could see.


  Not a flower in bloom in this whole wide world, she thought.


  Edward walked up and down the small metal room, glancing anxiously every now and then into the section of his home visible through the circular gap. Two grey topped guards were watching it. Once in a while, he would see one of the twenty patrolling the corridors of his home. Evidently the Cannery men had not shown their heads outside yet, and were playing it very cautiously.


  Marijane was very upset over her visions of futurity. She kept repeating to Edward her distress. “The flowers, the birds, the great wonderful trees . . . all doomed! Oh, how could we live in a world like this, this cannery!”


  They caught snatches of sleep on dun-colored floor-mats. At long last, Lekto announced that the time had come for their return—to guide the squad that would set up the permanent interworld door.


  Followed by the twenty men carrying pieces of machinery, strange boxes, coils of wire and tools, the two—preceded by Lekto—marched again through the entryway. Lekto turned when they were all through, pressed a button on one of the boxes, and there was another terrific flash of blue light. When their eyes cleared, the hall in the Fitzhugh mansion was complete again. There was no trace of any hole. But there were twenty-one strange grey-haired pallid men to prove that their weird experience had happened.


  Lekto herded Marijane and Edward through the air-conditioned rooms, the men following. They reached the main doorway. Lekto opened it and all of them trooped out onto the green and flowering lawn.


  IT WAS AUGUST, and the heat of the summer beat down on them suddenly. The air was filled with the warmth and buzzing of insects and the smells of the growing plant world.


  Lekto and his men seemed disconcerted. Their own Cannery World was as unchangingly air-conditioned as the luxurious Fitzhugh mansion. It had probably never occurred to them that the world outside might not be similar. They exchanged uneasy glances at each other, and started slowly on across the lawn.


  Marijane felt her eyes watering. “Oh dear,” she said, “I’ve got it now. I—I’m going to sneeze!” She did so, violently, and again. Her eyes watered and her nose began to run. Edward whipped out a handkerchief. “Ugh, it’s my hay fever. This must be the day it starts. Ahh shchew! I was afraid of this!”


  Suddenly Marijane looked up from the handkerchief in astonishment, forgetting her own discomfort for a moment. “Why,” she exclaimed, “look! Look at them! They have it worse!”


  And so it was,. The twenty-one men from the artificial metal-citied world were smitten mightily. As one, they were rolling about on the lawn, choking, gasping, scratching, turning blue and rashy. As Marijane held the linen to her nose, she and Edward watched in amazement.


  Within a matter of minutes, the helpless men were all unconscious. Within a few minutes more—by the time that Edward had made up his mind to touch one—the twenty-one grey-haired men were dead from strangulation.


  Bred for countless generations in a world totally free of pollen, and the myriad-myriad microscopic life of our teeming vegetable world, the men from the Cannery Land were totally susceptible to all the allergies of the air. They had died, one and all, simply of acute hay fever—just as would any who tried to follow them.


  THAT, IN brief, is the story of our world’s one great invasion from a parallel sphere. Marijane is still writing poetry about the beauty of the flowers and trees, even though she herself cannot stand them, personally, without suffering tears and sniffles. She is fairly sure now that she will marry Edward, for how else could she be certain of always having air-conditioning during August and September, the hay-fever months?


  As for Edward, he can surely afford to sponsor. more volumes of her verse, because the Fitzhugh fortune is going to be augmented several times over by the discoveries his father’s engineers are making on Lekto’s abandoned machinery.


  As for the twenty-one grey-haired cadavers, they are buried in a corner of the Fitzhugh estate, with a charming sonnet, signed by Marijane Brazenose, carved in granite above their communal grave.


  I hate hay fever season myself, don’t you?


  Fishers of Men


  Hal Annas


  “Were stronger than men in some ways,” Jean Lee told Cyleen, “we have more endurance in the long run. But we can’t face death and deadly danger alone, the way they can.” It didn’t make sense to Cyleen until she found herself alone as no other woman had ever been . . .


  CYLEEN MOXBY caught her breath, pressed her tall, stately figure against the bulkhead. She had never before seen Holby Gradwell looking as though he had just taken one in the solar-plexus, and she had been with the troupe a year Earthtime, come November.


  Gradwell staggered past her blindly, pudgy jaw slack, narrow shoulders hunched forward. Even his paunch seemed to have shrunken and slipped an inch lower; his face was ghastly.


  Cyleen stared after him, blue eyes worried, smooth brow trying to crinkle. She brushed a wisp of blonde hair back from her eyes, swung about on high heels which made her nearly six feet tall, and hurried to the lounge.


  Except for Jean Lee Misha the lounge was vacant. Jean Lee looked puzzled but not worried. She was alternately sipping from a glass, puffing on a cigaret and blowing smoke-rings. She rolled her black eyes from the direction of the port, looked at Cyleen.


  “What’s up?” Cyleen asked huskily. “Gradwell sick?”


  Jean Lee sat forward in the plush chair. “How do I know?” She lifted plump shoulders and let them fall. “If he is, every male aboard ship is sick.”


  “Space-sickness?”


  Jean Lee frowned. “No, dearie. We’re not hopping about the cosmos with a bunch of jive-jerries who get butterfly bellies every time we alter course. You know better than that.”


  “Then what?”


  “Look, honey: men get upset about things that don’t bother us. We’re tougher than men, but they don’t know it. If they think something is wrong, they’re not going to tell us; they don’t want to frighten us. They’ve got some deep-rooted instinct which makes them want to protect you and me and every female aboard. It’s just the way men are. And take it from me, honey, you’d better go along with the idea. If men didn’t feel that way about women, we wouldn’t be worth a snap of my fingers.”


  “But I don’t understand,” Cyleen persisted. “Gradwell almost walked over me. He looked stunned; I don’t think he even saw me.”


  Jean Lee shrugged. “Go ask your Jack Roland. Maybe you can make him talk.”


  Color rose in Cyleen’s pale cheeks. “You know he isn’t my Jack Roland.”


  “You’re crazy about the big brute.”


  “I admire him. So does every other girl in the troupe. And the men, too.


  Who wouldn’t? He’s got everything.”


  “Except money,” Jean Lee corrected.


  Cyleen bristled. “If he had money to carry on his experiments, he wouldn’t be with this troupe. He’s not a natural actor; he’s a scientist.”


  Jean Lee smirked. “You said it, sister; he isn’t an actor at all. He just can’t make believe. If he wasn’t so big and handsome he wouldn’t be with the troupe.”


  Cyleen turned away. She found Jack Roland in the chart room.


  “Jack,” she said, “what’s up?”


  He turned slowly, lines showing in his strong features. “Nothing much,” he said. “Everything’s going to be all right.”


  “Jack!” Cyleen studied what she could see of his brown eyes behind half-closed lids. “Jack, what is it? You frighten me. I’ve never seen you look like this before. You look—I describe it—older, worried or something.”


  “Indigestion, maybe,” he said evenly. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “Mr. Gradwell, and now you.” Cyleen’s cheeks twitched. “Jack, you never pretend, and I’ve never known you to lie; tell me what you men are keeping from us.”


  Roland leaned against the table. “This thing isn’t for girls,” he said. “You let us work it out. And the less you bother us the more chance we’ll have.”


  “But Jack, can’t you tell me? Maybe I could help!”


  Roland’s full lips clamped tight, and his eyes blinked impatiently. “Please don’t ask any more questions,” he said, and turned back to the charts.


  CYLEEN drew back, swallowed. She turned slowly, glanced back once. She caught a glimpse of Benson, chief pilot, staggering along the passage. She hurried after him.


  “Mr. Benson,” she said, clutching his arm, “what’s happened?”


  Benson shrugged her off. “I’ve got a wife aboard,” he said bitterly; “she’s all the pestering I can stand. If you girls in the troupe don’t lay off me, I’m going to complain to the captain and get you confined to quarters.”


  “Has something gone wrong with the engines?” Cyleen persisted.


  “No. Nothing has gone wrong with the ship. And we don’t call them engines; we call them reactors. All you girls have been around enough to know what the score is on a spaceship. Be your age; let me alone.”


  “Are we off-course, or anything?”


  “No, we’re not off-course. We’re on it, and it looks as though we’re going to stay on it—maybe forever.”


  “Huh? You mean, we’re in a warp or something, and just going right on and on through space?”


  “No!” Benson said sharply. “We’re not in a warp. If you’ll go up to the observatory you can switch on the telescope and see our destination less than a quarter parsec away.”


  “Then we’ll soon be there?”


  “We will not. Uh, excuse me . . . I’m not supposed to tell you that. Don’t mention it to the captain, please.”


  “Of course not. But what’s happened?”


  “Why don’t you go and stay with the other girls?” Benson reasoned. “Some of them are fixing things for a party, I understand. Why don’t you go and help?”


  “But I’ve got to know what it’s all about,” Cyleen insisted. “I’m frightened. Something terrible must have happened, or you men wouldn’t be like this.”


  Benson placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t spread any talk like that among the women,” he warned. “We’ve got enough trouble now.”


  “But what can it possibly be? If the ship is all right and we’re moving all right, and—”


  “We aren’t.”


  “You mean, we’ve stopped?”


  Benson shrugged. “Promise you won’t ask any more questions, and I’ll answer that.”


  “I won’t ask any more right now.”


  “All right. Everything indicates that we’re moving at three-quarter speed, but we’re not getting any nearer to our destination, and we’re not getting any farther away from the stars behind us.”


  “Then the stars and planets are moving with us?”


  “No. They are not moving different from what they ordinarily do. But we are moving, fast, and we’re not getting anywhere.”


  “What happens when you try to go the other way?”


  Benson frowned. “You promised you wouldn’t ask any more questions.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “That’s all right. The fact is, we have stopped and reversed and turned. We still don’t get anywhere.”


  “But if that’s all it is,” Cyleen said sweetly, “I’m sure you men wall figure it out in no time at all. I don’t see what everybody is so worried about.”


  Benson nodded. “If that was all, we would already have figured it.” He strode away, called back over his shoulder: “Don’t start any wild talk among the women. Nothing is going to happen to you as long as men are alive in the ship to prevent it.”


  Cyleen was pondering this when Jean Lee came up behind her. “So he gave you that story about being stalled in space, did he?”


  Cyleen eyed the shorter girl. “He’s telling the truth, of course; but there’s something worse, much worse.”


  Jean Lee nodded. “Of course. But honey, you’re not helping the men by. nagging for information. Take it from an old trouper who remembers the first skycan to get out beyond the orbit of Mars: something big and pretty frightful has happened. The men are working themselves to death trying to figure some way to get us women out of whatever it is. They don’t expect to come out of it alive themselves. I know men, honey, and I’m telling you this because I want you to let them alone.”


  “But why couldn’t they tell us and let us share it?”


  “Look, honey!” Jean Lee linked an arm through Cyleen’s and led her to a rightangle passage with a port at the end of it. “One time back on Earth I left the stage for a while. I married and had a daughter. My husband was an adventurous man, but he settled down on my account, and made only an occasional trip to Venus or Mars. We made a lot of short hops around the surface of Earth.”


  JEAN LEE paused dreamily. Cyleen waited, watched the dreamy look change to one of pain.


  “One day we had an accident,” Jean Lee went on. “Just my husband, my daughter, and I in the ship. It was an atmosphere-craft and something fouled one wing; it went out of control. My husband got my daughter and I into parachute harness, actually threw us out of the ship. Then I remembered there had not been but two parachutes aboard to begin with. My husband knew. He knew it when he strapped the harness on us.”


  Jean Lee hesitated, blew her nose, wiped her eyes.


  “When we got down,” she added, “and I got to the wreck, there were men all around it. They tried to keep me back. They didn’t know I just had to see Arthur one more time; they did know what the sight would do to me. They must have known someway that, in the future, I would wake night after night screaming at the sight of Arthur all twisted and broken, his insides torn out.”


  Cyleen experienced momentary dizziness.


  “I’m sorry, honey. You’re pale as a ghost; I thought you could take it better than that. Anyway, you see what I’m trying to make you understand. If those men had had their way, I’d gone on seeing Arthur alive and strong and brave, and so determined and positive in his last effort as he flung us from the ship. You understand?” Cyleen nodded weakly.


  “So if these men here won’t tell you something,” Jean Lee said, “it’s probably something you can’t take any better than I took seeing Arthur all broken. The best thing for every woman aboard is to have a lot of understanding, to be patient, and do everything in their power to help the men any way they can.”


  “And just a little while ago you were telling me how tough we women are,” Cyleen argued; “you said we were tougher than men.”


  “We are in the long run,” Jean Lee reasoned; “we have more endurance. But when I saw Arthur last I went into hysteria. Men are different.”


  “I know, but I don’t understand.”


  “It’s this way, Cyleen: men don’t mind danger to themselves. They face it and get a thrill out of it. But there is something deeply ingrained, maybe an instinct to keep the race alive, that makes them want to shelter women from danger.”


  “Not all men. Some are brutes.”


  “You are thinking of some of those you see across the footlights—the playboys, the irresponsible, the immature—and you’re thinking of the situations that develop in lovenests, in drinking-bouts, and in the more sordid side of life. You’re not thinking about real men at their best. Honey, don’t ever underestimate real men.”


  “But couldn’t we do something?”


  “Yes. We could take some coffee round. I imagine your Jack Roland would like a cup, maybe with a touch of brandy in it.”


  “He drinks scotch when he drinks,” Cyleen said quickly.


  Jean Lee smiled. “Know all about him, don’t you? Well, take him some scotch.”


  Cyleen felt self-conscious about carrying a drink to the chart-room, especially for someone else. It would have seemed natural, she knew, to carry her own drink there and then offer to share it with anyone present. She slowed her steps as she approached the entrance.


  The voice of Jamill, astrogator, reached her ears: “It’s so confined, sir, it can’t be but one thing.”


  Cyleen paused.


  “And that?” It was the captain’s deep voice.


  “They are rolling a small segment of space, sir.” It was the astrogator again. “We alter our course; the roll changes with us. We use full grav-compen and try to reverse our flight; the grain of the roll reverses. It’s just like being inside a hollow sphere which is floating free—or maybe a better illustration would be a treadmill. Everything to indicate we’re moving, but we don’t move.”


  “Could it be a hole in space?” This was the second pilot’s voice.


  “No.” It was the deep voice of the captain. “Reactors would push us through a hole. Jamill’s got the right idea. Besides, we know the thing is controlled; we’ve already received an ultimatum.”


  GRADWELL appeared at the distant end of the corridor. With a sense of guilt, Cyleen stepped quickly to the entrance, entered. There was a sudden hush. Cyleen felt both confused and ashamed; she hurried to the side of Jack Roland.


  “Thought you might like a drink,” she said without looking directly into his eyes. She pressed the glass into his hand. “Excuse me. I—I’ve got to be going.” Cyleen hurried out, pressed a hand to her heart, leaned against the bulkhead.


  “They’re beginning to suspect the truth.” Roland’s voice reached her ears. “If it wasn’t for the women, I’d say to hell with their ultimatum.”


  “And every man aboard would back you up,” said the astrogator.


  Cyleen glanced along the corridor. Gradwell was no longer in sight. She remained where she was, breathing deeply.


  “How much time left?” asked the second pilot.


  “Three hours,” said the captain. “And it’s a hard decision to make. I’ve never been faced with anything like this before. If it were not for the women aboard, there wouldn’t even be a question in my mind; I’d tell them to come and get us.”


  “Are you issuing arms?” Jack Roland asked.


  “No point in it,” the captain said, “unless we try to fight. And what are you going to fight? What’s outside?”


  “You’ve already had a demonstration of what they can do?”


  “Yes. Beaney Skimpton. Poor fella! We can’t knock him out with morphine or any of the stronger drugs. Nothing takes effect. We’ll have to kill him; there’s nothing else to do. I’ve got him in a soundproofed cabin. Two men are with him. I change them every hour; his screams and cries and pleading would drive everybody aboard insane.”


  “It makes my flesh crawl,” said the astrogator. “I haven’t been able to eat anything since it happened.”


  Cyleen felt that she was going to faint. Her knees trembled, tried to give under her. But something surged up from the depths of her being and seemed to whisper to her common-sense: Don’t collapse here. Don’t put an added burden on the men when they have tried so hard to shield you. Don’t hamper them in what they have to do. Don’t fall here in the corridor where they will find you at the very moment when they are faced with a decision that in itself would stagger the mind of the sanest person alive.


  Cyleen moved drunkenly along the corridor, found her own cabin, collapsed on the bed. Afterward she could not clearly remember traversing the distance. She found no solace here. It seemed horrible to be all alone with thoughts of Beaney Skimpton, communications-officer, who was somewhere aboard ship begging for death.


  Cyleen thought of Beaney Skimpton’s wife, plump and jolty, the very antithesis of the tall, lean, serious man himself. Cyleen leaped up, sprang to the door, hesitated. She took a moment to repair the damage to her face, then hurried toward the Skimpton cabin. As she passed the lounge she heard voices, looked in. Netta Skimpton stood there, her jolty but quiet laughter a trifle more enthusiastic than that of the troupers.


  For an instant Cyleen was revolted, but for an instant only. Then she understood quite clearly why the men shielded the women. Netta Skimpton would never realty learn what had happened to her husband. It was best that way; there was no use for her to have to wake night after night screaming.


  Cyleen felt closer to an understanding of men than she had ever experienced before. They had been just males, sometimes coarse and vulgar; sometimes merely callous; of times gay and chivalrous and a little awe-inspiring in the way they accepted the world, the planets, the universe as their own mess of oysters. They were demanding, egotistical and had ten thousand foibles; but in the final analysis there was something fine and noble about them.


  CYLEEN started up to the observatory, halted on the circular ramp.


  Face to the rounded bulkhead, handkerchief stuffed in her mouth, was Jean Lee sobbing quietly. From the opening to the observatory came the sound of tense masculine voices: “Gradwell won’t go along with casting lots. Won’t think of allowing one of his troupers—Says he’s old and has had a good life. Says he’s going to do the job himself.”


  “Did the captain agree?”


  “No. Neither did Jack Roland.” Cyleen held her breath.


  “Roland’s got some idea up his sleeve. He’s sweating it out with the captain and the astrogator now. They’ve found a way to lick the roll, but it takes time. At least they think they’ve got the answer. It takes into consideration the theory that spacers the reality and matter is a fault in it, a rumple. It’s too deep for me, but Roland’s up on that stuff. Claims it is not another dimension, but another perception. I don’t know just what it is, but he says we perceive things five ways. He claims there is a multiple of this which will perceive space as the equivalent of a tangible. Somehow we’ve got to find a multiple for our senses, but how? And who could do it in the time we’ve got? I think he’s sweating his brain out for nothing. I think we ought to try to fight.”


  “Fight what?”


  “We’ve got to do something. We’ll go mad like this. We ought at least to heat those launching tubes and loosen the plates, so we can turn the stuff back into the ship if worst comes to worst.”


  “You mean, burn ourselves up?”


  “It’s preferable to becoming like Beaney Skimpton.”


  Cyleen may have drawn a quick breath, made a sudden movement, or it may have been the hammering of her heart which made known her presence to the older woman. She was never to learn. She stood there tensely holding her breath while Jean Lee deliberately, and with effort, brought her sobbing under control. Her shoulders stopped quivering, her head lifted, one hand moved quickly to her eyes, dabbing with the hankerchief; then she turned and her tear-streaked face was smiling exactly as she smiled across the footlights. “Oh! It’s you, honey! Come. We’ve got to get out of here.” They paused beside a port off the lower corridor.


  “So you know all along?” Cyleen said accusingly.


  The older woman shook her head. “I learned after you’d gone to see Jack Roland. Remember? I talked different after you came back.”


  “What can we do?” Cyleen wanted to know.


  “Honey, I just wish we were men.” The sense of frustration grew. Cyleen could not endure it. She had to talk, ask questions. “Tell me all you know, and I’ll tell you all I know,” she bargained.


  The older woman lowered her voice to a whisper. “There’s some sort of intelligence outside the ship or nearby. The men have not seen anything, but a message came over the ultra-wave visicom. There was no image; it may have been some sort of mental projection. But all the men present think they heard it and then read it. It told them what would happen to Beaney Skimpton. He was operating the equipment, you know. Then it happened. The men did what they could for poor Beaney. It wasn’t much. The doctor recommends euthanasia.”


  “Have they carried it out yet?”


  “I don’t think so. Anyway, whatever is outside soon knew about it and told them it would provide another victim as fast as they disposed of them. Then it issued an ultimatum.”


  “What sort of ultimatum?”


  “I don’t know; I wasn’t intentionally eavesdropping. But there’s a fault in the ship-structure where the ventilation pipes pass from the lounge to the conference room. I overheard some of the officers talking. I think that outside intelligence demands that we deliver one or more of us outside the ship. They tried to make clear the purpose, but no one can grasp their meaning.”


  “Does that mean the ship would then be freed?”


  “There is no promise, but that’s what the officers believe.”


  “Have the men decided yet?”


  “Yes. The men cast lots, all but Holby Grad well. He demanded to be allowed to go himself. He had it all figured out so the troupe would never know what happened to him. But the thing outside wants a younger person.”


  “Tell me. Who’s to go?”


  Jean Lee put an arm about Cyleen. “Kid, you’ve got to take this like a trouper. Jack Roland lost; some of the men think he cheated and did it deliberately.”


  CYLEEN fought back the blackness.


  “No,” she breathed. “Not Jack! No. He mustn’t.”


  “But kid—”


  “No. Jack shan’t go. He can’t. He mustn’t. If they cast lots they’ve got to include us women. If men take their chances, why shouldn’t we?”


  “But listen, kid. You’re just a baby; you know you couldn’t go through with it. And if the other women even find out about it they will go into hysterics. No, Cyleen; it’s a man’s job, and not a man among them would even consider letting a woman in on it.”


  “But why not some other man? Not Jack Roland?”


  “Now look kid: you go to your room and I’ll bring you a drink.” Cyleen shook the blinding tears out of her eyes. “I’m going to do something,” she said.


  Jean Lee led her toward the stateroom. “What can a woman do when it comes to something like this? All we can do is cry. God shouldn’t have made such a helpless and wailing sex. I’d willingly go myself, but I know I’d faint before I got outside the airlock.”


  “I won’t faint,” Cyleen said determinedly.


  “Honey, you could go with Jack, and as long as he was there you’d be all right. But you just couldn’t go alone; don’t you understand?”


  “No. I don’t understand anything except that I can’t sit here and wait for Jack to walk out that airlock.”


  “Take it easy for a few minutes. Sit Quietly. Maybe Jack won’t be hurt. I’m going to get you a drink. I won-’t foe but a few minutes; don’t dare leave here.”


  Cyleen waited until the door closed. She had made her decision and the decision itself steadied her nerves, gave her strength.


  Moving softly but quickly, she left the room, went toward the spacesuit compartment. She passed the conference-room, glanced in, saw Jack Roland signing something. She allowed her blue eyes to dwell on his profile, his heavy shoulders briefly, then hurried on.


  At the entrance to the spacesuit compartment she halted, caught her breath. The door was ajar. Sounds came from the room. Momentarily she experienced a wave of relief at the thought somebody else, not Jack Roland, was preparing for the task.


  Inching forward, she glanced into the room. Her big eyes blinked. Her knees trembled. Inside the room Jean Lee was struggling with a spacesuit. Jean Lee’s breath came fast. Cyleen could see the vein standing out on her temple, throbbing, could see that the older woman was working in frantic haste—and accomplishing exactly, nothing.


  Cyleen went on inside. Jean Lee almost fainted at the sight of her.


  “I can’t do it,” Jean Lee wept. “I just can’t; my hands won’t stop trembling.”


  Cyleen took the suit from her, worked into it herself, wishing now that she had slipped out of her dress. Jean Lee stood as though stricken.


  “Help me with the helmet,” Cyleen ordered.


  The shaking hands obeyed. “Honey, I never knew, never dreamed, what it takes to be a man.”


  Cyleen tried to smile. It turned into a grimace. “Me neither,” she said. “I’ve envied men their privileges. Women are fools; they don’t know the responsibilities that go along with those privileges.”


  “Are you going to be able to make it, Cyleen?”


  The blonde girl struggled with the worlds: “I—I don’t know. This thing is so awkward and I feel so weak. Put the helmet on me, and you’ll have to help me with the airlock.”


  Jean Lee glanced out first. No one was in sight. Cyleen followed awkwardly.


  “They haven’t released the interlocking switch in the control room.” The words came to Cyleen gratingly, not through her ears, but through the bone behind her ears against which two tiny clamps pressed.


  Instantly there followed a restrained cry as though from the pits of torment. The cry was masculine. It sent shivers through Cyleen because it seemed so strange and terrifying to hear a man finally break and express his anguish, an expression that was not human.


  The intercom crackled: “Jack Roland! Jack Roland! They’ve set the time forward. That’s the second demonstration; if you’re ready, move quickly.”


  THE GREEN light flashed, signalling the release of the interlock. Cyleen touched Jean Lee’s shoulder, gestured. Jean Lee pressed the button, steadied herself against the wall.


  The big airlock opened slowly. The intercom crackled. Orders were shouted through the ship. Cyleen moved.


  The last thing to impress her before the air chamber closed was the look on Jean Lee’s features. It was a look of inhuman terror, but through it came a ray of admiration shining out of the woman’s dark eyes.


  The chamber closed. Cyleen stood alone. There was no sound, no hint of movement, nothing. She was here alone, cut off from all life in an air chamber. There was no turning back, not another last look at humans as she knew them, no one to hear her sobbing.


  She seized the handgrips, held on, fought the pressure as the outer lock opened, kept herself from being snatched out abruptly.


  And then she saw the blackness of space beyond the faint shimmering light that was reflected from the ship itself. The pressure had been momentary. There was nothing now; just the beckoning void lighted by all the bright jewels of the cosmos against a background of total dark.


  Something sounded. It was the airlock closing again. It was being operated from inside. She had to move quickly. She adjusted the tiny jets, pressed the stud. She swam out from the ship into blackness.


  Terror racing through every fibre, Cyleen. fought the stud, swung the guide, came about. The ship was fifty yards off and drifting farther.


  Then it happened. Cyleen was literally snatched away from the ship. She felt the force about her. She saw nothing but the ship and what was happening there as she receded into the depth of the void. She saw the airlock come open again.


  Some indescribable wave of feeling flooded Cyleen. It was a sense of mingled terror and pride and happiness at the sight of another human jetting in her wake. Never in her life had she ever been so thrilled by the sight of another person.


  The ship was a tiny dot. The figure of the person in the spacesuit grew. The jet left a vapor trail behind it. Cyleen fired her own jets, but nothing resulted. She watched as the figure swung its jets about to brake. She realized she had stopped moving away from the ship.


  And then she saw through the plastic face of the helmet, recognized the man, and suddenly she was no longer afraid. She could die now, or suffer whatever came with good will; she was no longer alone.


  “Jack!” She was glad her voice would be distorted slightly by the waves that carried it to him. She did not want the expression of feeling to go through.


  “Cyleen!” It was deep and husky and distorted. “Don’t use your jets; don’t do anything. Just let everything go as it will. I’m working close to you. Have to be careful. Easy to overshoot. Now! Take my hand. Hang on to me.” Cyleen was never happier to obey orders.


  “Move closer,” Roland ordered. “You can’t see it, but I’ve got a nineway polarizing field in front of me. Press close and look through it.” Cyleen looked, gasped. Outlined in the cosmos was not a tangible figure, but visible and curving rays of light which were in no way reflected.


  “How can we see light when it isn’t reflected?” she asked.


  “You see what I see?” Roland asked.


  “Yes. A great giant of starlight, and behind him other giants. Jack, the whole cosmos looks real and solid.”


  “I think it is, Cyleen; we just haven’t perceived it before. They are watching us. We must go to them.”


  “But what are they going to do to us?”


  “I don’t want to build up false hope,” Roland said, “but I’m hoping we’ll come out of this. I’ve figured on some things. Just trust me, and don’t do anything I don’t tell you to do.”


  “I’ll always trust you in everything.”


  THEY APPROACHED the starlight-beings slowly. At length one of them extended a hand. Great webs of light ran out from it.


  “It looks like a fishing net, Jack.”


  “I think it is,” he admitted. “I think they have been fishing for men. See how the net extends out to the ship and around it? No wonder we couldn’t get anywhere. They can run it in and out at will; I was certain I had it figured right.”


  Cyleen heard something like static, then a new sound, or it may have been just thought running into her mind: “We have tried long to net one of your skips. We hoped to establish a medium of communication with your kind


  “You’ve done that,” Roland said. “We have fulfilled the terms of your ultimatum. The one with me is my opposite in sex, vital to sustain life among our kind. You will allow her to return to the ship?”


  “No!” Cyleen stifled the word. She recalled Roland’s warning.


  “Yes. She may return.”


  “Go, Cyleen! Go,” Roland ordered. “Go quickly!”


  “No. I can’t. I can’t leave you.”


  “Go, please, quickly. Don’t answer again. Go! Please trust me. Don’t doubt. Go.”


  There was a moment that seemed an eternity. Cyleen could no longer make a decision. She had lost all will to control herself. She was driven by his words; she jetted toward the ship.


  It seemed hours. She waited outside the airlock, neither despairing nor hoping, a semi-dead thing. She had seen Roland disappear into the arms of one of those beings. Her mind no longer worked. She could not think clearly about anything; even all feeling had died within her.


  Then Roland was suddenly beside her, stepping out of the hand of one of those beings.


  Time meant nothing. Sometime later she was able to whisper, “Jack, you’re wonderful.”


  “You’re sort of great yourself,” he said.


  Then there was talk, Roland talking: “About like we figured it,” Ire was saying. “They didn’t know what pain and death were as we know them; they had no idea they were literally torturing every nerve in Beaney Skimpton’s body. Possess none of our senses. Perceive space as material, matter as a rumple in it. One of them figured out a way to bridge between them and us, and they swung a moving net of some sort of force about the ship.”


  “Beaney’s all right now. Shock! He’ll be all right.”


  “Yes. They merely wanted to hold his mind in some sort of field. They don’t have nerves, and didn’t know what it would do to him.”


  “You say, they didn’t mean us any harm?”


  “No,” Roland went on. “It seems to be a law of Nature that no creature of any kind will willfully harm another except out of fear, hunger, greed, or an aberration. Greed may be an aberration in war. Fear may also. But we had it figured right. They don’t want to harm us; they do want us to cooperate with them in bridging the gap. And that nine-way polarization enables us to perceive them by sight, and they’ve reached us by mental projections, and so the way is wide open.”


  Cyleen paid little attention, to all this. When the opportunity came she repeated, “Jack, you’re wonderful.”


  “So are you,” he insisted.


  “But no woman can be as wonderful as you,” she argued. “When I think about it all—”


  “Now wait a minute,” he said. “Don’t belittle women. It takes every whit as much courage, as much brains, a. much of everything, to be a real woman as it does to be a real man.”


  “But women can’t do things like men.”


  “Hold on!” Roland looked deep into her eyes. “You went out there to save others. It wasn’t exactly in your line, but you did the best you could. It was great.


  “After all,” he added wryly, “I’d make a poor showing trying to compete with you in having a baby.”
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  “Look around you, Jorun of Fulkhis. This is Earth. This is the old home of all mankind. You cannot go off and forget it. Man cannot do so. It is in him, in his blood and bones and soul; he will carry Earth within him forever.”


  “NO,” SAID the old man.


  “But you don’t realize what it means,” said Jorun. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”


  The old man, Kormt of Huerdar, Gerlaug’s son, and Speaker for Solis Township, shook his head till the long, grizzled locks swirled around his wide shoulders. “I have thought it through,” he said. His voice was deep and slow and implacable. “You gave me five years to think about it. And my answer is no.”


  Jorun left a weariness rise within h: It had been like this for days now, weeks, and it as like trying to knock down a mountain. You beat on its rocky flanks till your hands were bloody, and still the mountain stood there, sunlight on its high snowfields and in the forests that rustled up its slopes, and it did not really notice you. You were a brief thin buzz between two long nights, but the mountain was forever.


  “You haven’t thought at all,” he said with a rudeness born of exhaustion. “You’ve only reacted unthinkingly to a dead symbol. It’s not a human reaction, even, it’s a verbal reflex.”


  Kormt’s eyes, meshed in crow’s-feet, were serene and steady under the thick gray brows. lie smiled a hide in his long beard, but made no other reply. Had he simply let the insult glide off him, or had he not understood it at all? There was no real talking to these peasants; too many millennia lay between, and you couldn’t shout across that gulf.


  “Well,” said Jorun, “the ships will be here tomorrow or the next day, and it’ll take another day or so to get all your people aboard. You have that long to decide, but after that it’ll be too late. Think about it, I beg of you. As for me, I’ll be too busy to argue further.”


  “You are a good man,” said Kormt, “and a wise one in your fashion. But you are blind. There is a retiring dead inside you.”


  He waved one huge gnarled hand. “Look around you, Jorun of Fulkhis. This is Earth. This is the old home of ail humankind. You cannot go off and forget it. Man. cannot do so. It in his blood and bones and bores and soul; he will carry Earth within him forever.”


  Jorun’s eyes traveled along the arc of the hand. He stood on the edge of the town. Behind him were its houses—low, white, half-timbered, roofed with thatch or red tile, smoke rising from the chimneys; carved galleries overhung the narrow, cobbled, crazily-twisting streets; he heard the noise of wheels and wooden clogs, the shouts of children at play. Beyond that were trees and the incredible ruined walls of Sol City. In front of him, the wooded hills were cleared and a gentle landscape of neat fields and orchards rolled down toward the distant glitter of the sea: scattered farm buildings, drowsy cattle, winding gravel roads, fence-walls of ancient marble and granite, all dreaming under the sun.


  He drew a deep breath. It was pungent in his nostrils. It smelled of leaf-mould, plowed earth baking in the warmth, summery trees and gardens, a remote ocean odor of salt and kelp and fish. He thought that no two planets ever had quite the same smell, and that none was as rich as Terra’s.


  “This is a fair world,” he said slowly.


  “It is the only one,” said Kormt. “Man came from here; and to this, in the end, he must return.”


  “I wonder—” Jorun sighed. “Take me; not one atom of my body was from this soil before I landed. My people lived on Fulkhis for ages, and changed to meet its conditions. They would not be happy on Terra.”


  “The atoms are nothing.” said Kormt. “It is the form which matters, and that was given to you by Earth.”


  Jorun studied him for a moment. Kormt was like most of this planet’s ten million or so people—a dark, stocky folk, though there were more blond and red-haired throwbacks here than in the rest of the Galaxy. He was old for a primitive untreated by medical science—he must be almost two hundred years old—but his back was straight, and his stride firm. The coarse, jut-nosed face held an odd strength. Jorun was nearing his thousandth birthday, but couldn’t help feeling like a child in Kormt’s presence.


  That didn’t make sense. These few dwellers on Terra were a backward and impoverished race of peasants and handicraftsmen; they were ignorant and unadventurous; they had been static for more thousands of years than anyone knew. What could they have to say to the ancient and mighty civilization which had almost forgotten their little planet?


  Kormt looked at the declining sun. “I must go now,” he said. “There are the evening chores to do. I will be in town tonight if you should wish to see me.”


  “I probably will,” said Jorun. “There’s a lot to do, readying the evacuation, and you’re a big help.”


  THE OLD man bowed with grave courtesy, turned, and walked off down the road. He wore the common costume of Terran men, as archaic in style as in its woven-fabric material: hat, jacket, loose trousers, a long staff in his hand. Contrasting the drab blue of Kormt’s dress, Jorun’s vivid tunic of shifting rainbow hues was like a flame.


  The psychotechnician sighed again, watching him go. He liked the old fellow. It would be criminal to leave him here alone, but the law forbade force—physical or mental—and the Integrator on Corazuno wasn’t going to care whether or not one aged man stayed behind. The job was to get the race off Terra.


  A lovely world. Jorun’s thin mobile features, pale-skinned and large-eyed, turned around the horizon. A fair world we came from.


  There were more beautiful planets in the Galaxy’s swarming myriads—the indigo world-ocean of Loa, jeweled with islands; the heaven-defying mountains of Sharang; the sky of Jareb, that seemed to drip light—oh, many and many, but there was only one Earth.


  Jorun remembered his first sight of this world, hanging free in space to watch it after the gruelling ten-day run, thirty thousand light-years, from Corazuno. It was blue as it turned before his eyes, a burnished turquoise shield blazoned with the living green and brown of its lands, and the poles were crowned with a flimmering haze of aurora. The belts that streaked its face and blurred the continents were cloud, wind and water and the gray rush of rain, like a benediction from heaven. Beyond the planet hung its moon, a scarred golden crescent, and he had wondered how many generations of men had looked up to it, or watched its light like a broken bridge across moving waters. Against the enormous cold of the sky—utter black out to the distant coils of the nebulae, thronging with a million frosty points of diamond-hard blaze that were the stars—Earth had stood as a sign of haven. To Jorun, who came from Galactic center and its uncountable hosts of suns, heaven was bare, this was the outer fringe where the stars thinned away toward hideous immensity. He had shivered a little, drawn the envelope of air and warmth closer about him, with a convulsive movement. The silence drummed in his head. Then he streaked for the north-pole rendezvous of his group.


  Well, he thought now, we have a pretty routine job. The first expedition here, jive years ago, prepared the natives for the fact they’d have to go. Our party simply has to organize these docile peasants in time for the ships. But it had meant a lot of hard work, and he was tired. It would be good to finish the job and get back home.


  Or would it?


  He thought of flying with Zarek, his team-mate, from the rendezvous to this area assigned as theirs. Plains like oceans of grass, wind-rippled, darkened with the herds of wild cattle whose hoofbeats were a thunder in the earth; forests, hundreds of kilometers of old and mighty trees, rivers piercing them in a long steel gleam; lakes where fish leaped; spilling sunshine like warm rain, radiance so bright it hurt his eyes, cloud-shadows swift across the land. It had all been empty of man, but still there was a vitality here which was almost frightening to Jorun. His own grim world of moors and crags and spin-drift seas was a niggard beside this; here life covered the earth, filled the oceans, and made the heavens dangerous around him. He wondered if the driving energy within man, the force which had raised him to the stars, made him half-god and half-demon, if that was a legacy of Terra.


  Well—man had changed; over the thousands of years, natural and controlled adaptation had fitted him to the worlds he had colonized, and most of his many races could not now feel at home here. Jorun thought of his own party: round, amber-skinned Chuli from a tropic world, complaining bitterly about the cold and dryness; gay young Cluthe, gangling and bulge-chested; sophisticated Taliuvenna of the flowing dark hair and the lustrous eyes—no, to them Earth was only one more planet, out of thousands they had seen in their long lives.


  And I’m a sentimental fool.
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  HE COULD have willed the vague regret out of his trained nervous system, but he didn’t want to. This was the last time human eyes would ever look on Earth, and somehow Jorun felt that it should be more to him than just another psychotechnic job.


  “Hello, good sir.”


  He turned at the voice and forced his tired lips into a friendly smile. “Hello, Julitn,” he said. It was a wise policy to learn the names of the townspeople, at least, and she was a great-great-granddaughter of the Speaker.


  She was some thirteen or fourteen years old, a freckle-faced child with a shy smile, and steady green eyes. There was a certain awkward grace about her, and she seemed more imaginative than most of her stolid race. She curtsied quaintly for him, her bare foot reaching out under the long smock which wrns daily female dress here.


  “Are you busy, good sir?” she asked.


  “Well, not too much,” said Jorun. He was glad of a chance to talk; it silenced his thoughts. “What can I do for you?”


  “I wondered—” She hesitated, then, breathlessly: “I wonder if you could give me a lift down to the beach? Only for an hour or two. It’s too far to walk there before I have to be home, and I can’t borrow a car, or even a horse. If it won’t be any trouble, sir.”


  “Mmmm—shouldn’t you be at home now? Isn’t there milking and so on to do?”


  “Oh, I don’t live on a farm, good sir. My father is a baker.”


  “Yes, yes, so he is. I should have remembered.” Jorun considered for an instant. There was enough to do in town, and it wasn’t fair for him to play hooky while Zarek worked alone. “Why do you want to go to the beach, Julith?”


  “We’ll be busy packing up,” she said. “Starting tomorrow, I guess. This is my last chance to see it.”


  Jorun’s mouth twisted a little. “All right,” he said; “I’ll take you.”


  “You are very kind, good sir,” she said gravely.


  He didn’t reply, but held out his arm, and she clasped it with one hand while her other arm gripped his waist. The generator inside his skull responded to his will, reaching out and clawing itself to the fabric of forces and energies which was physical space. They rose quietly, and went so slowly seaward that he didn’t have lo raise a wind-screen.


  “Will we be able to fly like this when we get to the stars?” she asked.


  “I’m afraid not, Julith,” he said. “You see, the people of my civilization are born this way. Thousands of years ago, men learned how to control the great basic forces of the cosmos with only a small bit of energy. Finally they used artificial mutation—that is, they changed themselves, slowly, over many generations, until their brains grew a new part that could generate this controlling force. We can now even, fly between the stars, by this power. But your people don’t have that brain, so we had to build spaceships to take you away.”


  “I see,” she said.


  “Your great-great-great-grandchildren can be like us, if your people want to be changed thus,” he said.


  “They didn’t want to change before,” she answered. “I don’t think they’ll do it now, even in their new home.” Her voice held no bitterness; it was an acceptance.


  Privately, Jorun doubted it. The psychic shock of this uprooting would be bound to destroy the old traditions of the Terrans; it would not take many centuries before they were culturally assimilated by Galactic civilization.


  Assimilated—nice euphemism. Why not just say—eaten?


  THEY LANDED on the beach. It was broad and white, running in dunes from the thin, harsh, salt-streaked grass to the roar and tumble of surf. The sun was low over the watery horizon, filling the damp, blowing air with gold. Jorun could almost look directly at its huge disc.


  He sat down. The sand gritted daily under him, and the wind rumpled his hair and filled his nostrils with its sharp wet smell. He picked up a conch and turned it over in his fingers, wondering at the intricate architecture of it.


  “If you hold it to your ear,” said Julith, “you can hear the sea.” Her childish voice was curiously tender around the rough syllables of Earth’s language.


  He nodded and obeyed her hint. It was only the small pulse of blood within him—you heard the same thing out in the great hollow silence of space—but it did sing of restless immensities, wind and foam, and the long waves marching under the moon.


  “I have two of them myself,” said Julith. “I want them so I can always remember this beach. And my children and their children will hold them, too, and hear our sea talking.” She folded his fingers around the shell. “You keep this one for yourself.”


  “Thank you,” he said. “I will.”


  The combers rolled in, booming and spouting against the land. The Terrans called them the horses of God. A thin cloud in the west was turning rose and gold.


  “Are there oceans on our new planet?” asked Julith. “Yes,” he said. “It’s the most Earth-like world we could find that wasn’t already inhabited. You’ll be happy there.”


  But the trees and grasses, the soil and the fruits thereof, the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the fish of the waters beneath, form and color, smell and sound, taste and texture, everything is different. Is alien. The difference is small, subtle, but it is the abyss of two billion years of separate evolution, and no other world can ever quite be Earth.


  Julith looked straight at him with solemn eyes. “Are you folk afraid of Hulduvians?” she asked.


  “Why, no,” he said. “Of course not.”


  “Then why are you giving Earth to them?” It was a soft question, but it trembled just a little.


  “I thought all your people understood the reason by now,” said Jorun. “Civilization—the civilization of man and his nonhuman allies—has moved inward, toward the great star-clusters of Galactic center. This part of space means nothing to us any more; it’s almost a desert. You haven’t seen starlight till you’ve been by Sagittarius. Now the Hulduvians are another civilization. They are not the least bit like us; they live on big, poisonous worlds like Jupiter and Saturn. I think they would seem like pretty nice monsters if they weren’t so alien to us that neither side can really understand the other. They use the cosmic energies too, but in a different way—and their way interferes with ours just as ours interferes with theirs. Different brains, you see.


  “Anyway, it was decided that the two civilizations would get along best by just staying away from each other. If they divided up the Galaxy between them, there would be no interference; it would be too far from one civilization to the other. The Hulduvians were, really, very nice about it. They’re willing to take the outer rim, even if there are fewer stars, and let us have the center.


  “So by the agreement, we’ve got to have all men and manlike beings out of their territory before they come to settle it, just as they’ll move out of ours. Their colonists won’t be coming to Jupiter and Saturn for centuries yet; but even so, we have to clear the Sirius Sector now, because there’ll be a lot of work to do elsewhere. Fortunately, there are only a few people living in this whole part of space. The Sirius Sector has been an isolated, primi—ah—quiet region since the First Empire fell, fifty thousand years ago.”


  Julith’s voice rose a little. “But those people are us!”


  “And the folk of Alpha Centauri and Procyon and Sirius and—oh, hundreds of other stars. Yet all of you together are only one tiny drop in the quadrillions of the Galaxy. Don’t you see, Julith, you have to move for the good of all of us?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I know all that.”


  She got up, shaking herself. “Let’s go swimming.”


  Jorun smiled and shook his head. “No, I’ll wait for you if you want to go.”


  SHE NODDED and ran off down the beach, sheltering behind a dune to put on a bathing-suit. The Terrans had a nudity taboo, in spite of the mild interglacial climate; typical primitive irrationality. Jorun lay back, folding his arms behind his head, and looked up at the darkening sky. The evening star twinkled forth, low and white on the dusk-blue horizon. Venus—or was it Mercury? He wasn’t sure. He wished he knew more about the early history of the Solar System, the first men to ride their thunderous rockets out to die on unknown hell-worlds—the first clumsy steps toward the stars. He could look it up in the archives of Corazuno, but he knew he never would. Too much else to do, too much to remember. Probably less than one percent of mankind’s throngs even knew where Earth was, today—though, for a while, it had been quite a tourist-center. But that was perhaps thirty thousand years ago.


  Because this world, out of all the billions, has certain physical characteristics, he thought, my race has made them into standards. Our basic units of length and time and acceleration, our comparisons by which we classify the swarming planets of the Galaxy, they all go back ultimately to Earth. We bear that unspoken memorial to our birthplace within our whole civilization, and will bear it forever. But has she given us more than that? Are our own selves, bodies and minds and dreams, are they also the children of Earth?


  Now he was thinking like Kormt, stubborn old Kormt who clung with such a blind strength to this land simply because it was his. When you considered all the races of this wander-footed species—how many of them there were, how many kinds of man between the stars! And yet they all walked upright: they all had two eyes and a nose between and a mouth below; they were all cells of that great and ancient culture which had begun here, eons past, with the first hairy half-man who kindled a fire against night. If Earth had not had darkness and cold and prowling beasts, oxygen and cellulose and flint, that culture might never have gestated.


  I’m getting unlogical. Too tired, nerves worn too thin, psychosomatic control dipping. Now Earth is becoming some obscure mother-symbol for me.


  Or has she always been one, for the whole race of us?


  A seagull cried harshly overhead and soared from view.


  The sunset was smoldering away and dusk rose like fog out of the ground. Julith came running back to him, her face indistinct in the gloom. She was breathing hard, and he couldn’t tell if the catch in her voice was laughter or weeping.


  “I’d better be getting home,” she said.


  3


  THEY FLEW slowly back. The town was a yellow twinkle of lights, warmth gleaming from windows across many empty kilometers. Jorun set the girl down outside her home.


  “Thank you, good sir,” she said, curtseying. “Won’t you come in to dinner?”


  “Well—”


  The door opened, etching the gill black against the rudiness inside. Jorun’s luminous tunic made him like a torch in the dark. “Why, it’s the starman,” said a woman’s voice.


  “I took your daughter for a swim,” he explained. “I hope you don’t mind.”


  “And if we did, what would it matter?” grumbled a bass tone. Jorun recognized Kormt; the old man must have come as a guest from his farm on the outskirts. “What could we do about it?”


  “Now, Granther, that’s no way to talk to the gentleman,” said the woman. “He’s been very kind. Won’t you come eat with us, good sir?”


  Jorun refused twice, in case they were only being polite, then accepted gladly enough. He was tired of cookery at the inn where he and Zarek boarded. “Thank you.”


  He entered, ducking under the low door. A single long, smoky-raftered room was kitchen, diningroom, and parlor; doors led off to the sleeping quarters. It was furnished with a clumsy elegance, skin rugs, oak wainscoting, carved pillars, glowing ornaments of hammered copper. A radium clock, which must be incredibly old, stood on the stone mantel, above a snapping fire; a chemical-powered gun, obviously of local manufacture, hung over it. Julith’s parents, a plain, quiet peasant couple, conducted him to the end of the wooden table, while half a dozen children watched him with large eyes. The younger children were the only Terrans who seemed to find this removal an adventure.


  The meal was good and plentiful: meat, vegetables, bread, beer, milk, ice cream, coffee, all of it from the farms hereabouts. There wasn’t much trade between the few thousand communities of Earth; they were practically self-sufficient. The company ate in silence, as was the custom here. When they were finished, Jorun wanted to go, but it would have been rude to leave immediately. He went over to a chair by the fireplace, across from the one in which Kormt sprawled.


  The old man took out a big-bowled pipe and began stuffing it. Shadows wove across his seamed brown face, his eyes were a gleam out of darkness. “I’ll go down to City Hall with you soon,” he said; “I imagine that’s where the work is going on.”


  “Yes,” said Jorun, “I can relieve Zarek at it. I’d appreciate it if you did come, good sir. Your influence is very steadying on these people.”


  “It should be,” said Kormt. “I’ve been their Speaker for almost a hundred years. And my father Gerlaug was before me, and his father Kormt was before him.” He took a brand from the fire and held it over his pipe, puffing hard, looking up at Jorun through tangled brows. “Who was your great-grandfather?”


  “Why—I don’t know. I imagine he’s still alive somewhere, but—”


  “I thought so. No marriage. No family. No home. No tradition.” Kormt shook his massive head, slowly. “I pity you Galactics!”


  “Now please, good sir—” Damn it all, the old clodhopper could get as irritating as a faulty computer. “We have records that go back to before man left this planet. Records of everything. It is you who have forgotten.” Kormt smiled and puffed blue clouds at him. “That’s not what I meant.”


  “Do you mean you think it is good for men to live a life that is unchanging, that is just the same from century to century—no new dreams, no new triumphs, always the same grubbing rounds of days? I cannot agree.”


  JORUN’S mind flickered over history, trying to evaluate the basic motivations of his opponent. Tartly cultural, partly biological, that must be it. Once Terra had been the center of the civilized universe. But the long migration starward, especially after the fall of the First Empire, drained off the most venturesome elements of the population. That drain went on for thousands of years. Sol was backward, ruined and impoverished by the remorseless price of empire, helpless before the storms of barbarian conquest that swept back and forth between the stars. Even after peace was restored, there was nothing to hold a young man or woman of vitality and imagination—here—not when you could go toward Galactic center and join the new civilization building out there. Space-traffic came ever less frequently to Sol; old machines rusted away and were not replaced; best to get out while there was still time.


  Eventually there was a fixed psychosomatic type, one which lived close to the land, in primitive changeless communities and isolated farmsteads—a type content to gain its simple needs by the labor of hand, horse, or an occasional battered engine. A culture grew up which increased that rigidity. So few had visited Earth in the last several thousand years—perhaps one outsider a century, stopping briefly off on his way to somewhere else—that there was no challenge or encouragement to alter. The Terrans didn’t want more people, more machines, more anything; they wished only to remain as they were.


  You couldn’t call them stagnant. Their life was too healthy, their civilization too rich in its own way—folk art, folk music, ceremony, religion, the intimacy of family life which the Galactics had lost—for that term. But to one who flew between the streaming suns, it was a small existence.


  Kormt’s voice broke in on his reverie. “Dreams, triumphs, work, deeds, love and life and finally death and the long sleep in the earth,” he said. “Why should we want to change them? They never grow old; they are new for each child that is born.”


  “Well,” said Jorun, and stopped. You couldn’t really answer that kind of logic. It wasn’t logic at all, but something deeper.


  “Well,” he started over, after a while, “as you know, this evacuation was forced on us, too. We don’t want to move you, but we must.”


  “Oh, yes,” said Kormt. “You have been very nice about it. It would have been easier, in a way, if you’d come with fire and gun and chains for us, like the barbarians did long ago. We could have understood you better then.”


  “At best, it will be hard for your people,” said Jorun. “It will be a shock, and they’ll need leaders to guide them through it. You have a duty to help them out there, good sir.”


  “Maybe.” Kormt blew a series of smoke rings at his youngest descendant, three years old, who crowed with laughter and climbed up on his knee. “But they’ll manage.”


  “You can’t seem to realize,” said Jorun, “that you are the last man on Earth who refuses to go. You will be alone. For the rest of your life! We couldn’t come back for you later under any circumstances, because there’ll be Hulduvian colonies between Sol and Sagittarius which we would disturb in passage. You’ll be alone, I say!”


  Kormt shrugged. “I’m too old to change my ways; there can’t be many years left me, anyway. I can live well, just off the food-stores that’ll be left here.” He ruffled the child’s hair, but his face drew into a scowl. “Now, no more of that, good sir, if you please; I’m tired of this argument.”


  JORUN nodded and fell into the silence that held the rest. Terran3 would sometimes sit for hours without talking, content to be in each other’s nearness. He thought of Kormt, Gerlaug’s son, last man on Earth, altogether alone, living alone and dying alone; and yet, he reflected, was that solitude any greater than the one in which all men dwelt all their days?


  Presently the Speaker set the child down, knocked out his pipe, and rose. “Come, good sir,” he said, reaching for his staff. “Let us go.”


  They walked side by side down the street, under the dim lamps and past the yellow windows. The cobbles gave back their footfalls in a dull clatter. Once in a while they passed someone else, a vague figure which bowed to Kormt. Only one did not notice them, an old woman who walked crying between the high walls.


  They say it is never night on your worlds,” said Kormt.


  Jorun threw him a sidelong glance. His face was a strong jutting of highlights from sliding shadow. “Some planets have been given luminous skies.” said the technician, “and a few still have cities, too, where it is always light. But when every man can control the cosmic energies, there is no real reason for us to live together; most of us dwell far apart. There are very dark nights on my own world, and I cannot see any other home from my own—just the moors.”


  “It must be a strange life,” said Koriut. “Belonging to no one.”


  They came out on the market-square, a broad paved space walled in by houses. There was a fountain in its middle, and a statue dug out of the ruins had been placed there. It was broken, one arm gone—but still the white slim figure of the dancing girl stood with youth and laughter, forever under the sky of Earth. Jorun knew that lovers were wont to meet here, and briefly, irrationally, he wondered how lonely the girl would be in all the millions of years to come.


  The City Hall lay at the farther end of the square, big and dark, its eaves carved with dragons, and the gables topped with wing-spreading birds. It was an old building; nobody knew how many generations of men had gathered here. A long, patient line of folk stood outside it, shuffling in one by one to the registry desk; emerging, they went off quietly into the darkness, toward the temporary shelters erected for them.


  Walking by the line, Jorun picked faces out of the shadows. There was a young mother holding a crying child, her head bent over it in a timeless pose, murmuring to soothe it. There was a mechanic, still sooty from his work, smiling wearily at some tired joke of the man behind him. There was a scowling, black-browed peasant who muttered a curse as Jorun went by; the rest seemed to accept their fate meekly enough. There was a priest, his head bowed, alone with his God. There was a younger man, his hands clenching and unclenching, big helpless hands, and Jorun heard him saying to someone else: “—if they could have waited till after harvest. I hate to let good grain stand in the field.”


  JORUN WENT into the main room, toward the desk at the head of the line. Hulking hairless Zarek was patiently questioning each of the hundreds who came hat in hand before him: name, age, sex, occupation, dependents, special needs or desires. He punches the answers out on the recorder machine, half a million lives were held in its electronic memory.


  “Oh, there you are,” his bass rumbled. “Where’ve you been?”


  “I had to do some concy work,” said Jorun. That was a private code term, among others: concy, conciliation, anything to make the evacuation go smoothly. “Sorry to be so late. I’ll take over now.”


  “All right. I think we can wind the whole thing up by midnight.” Zarek smiled at Kormt. “Glad you came, good sir. There are a few people I’d like you to talk to.” He gestured at half a dozen seated in the rear of the room. Certain complaints were best handled by native leaders.


  Kormt nodded and strode over to the folk. Jorun heard a man begin some long-winded explanation: he wanted to take his own plow along, he’d made it himself and there was no better plow in the universe, but the star-man said there wouldn’t be room.


  “They’ll furnish us with all the stuff we need, son,” said Kormt.


  “But it’s my plow!” said the man. His fingers twisted his cap.


  Kormt sat down and began soothing him.


  The head of the line waited a few meters off while Jorun took Zarek’s place. “Been a long grind,” said the latter. “About done now, though. And will I be glad to see the last of this planet!”


  “I don’t know,” said Jorun. “It’s a lovely world. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful one.”


  Zarek snorted. “Me for Thonnvar! I can’t wait to sit on the terrace by the Scarlet Sea, fern-trees and red grass all around, a glass of oehl in my hand and the crystal geysers in front of me. You’re a funny one, Jorun.”


  The Fulkhisian shrugged slender shoulders. Zarek clapped him on the back and went out for supper and sleep. Jorun beckoned to the next Terran and settled down to the long, almost mindless routine of registration. He was interrupted once by Kormt, who yawned mightily and bade him goodnight; otherwise it was a steady, half-conscious interval in which one anonI’mous face after another passed by. He was dimly surprised when the last one came up. This was a plump, cheerful, middle-aged fellow with small shrewd eyes, a little more colorfully dressed than the others. He gave his occupation as merchant—a minor tradesman, he explained, dealing in the little things it was more convenient for the peasants to buy than to manufacture themselves.


  “I hope you haven’t been waiting too long,” said Jorun. Concy statement.


  “Oh, no.” The merchant grinned. “I knew those dumb farmers would be here for hours, so I just went to bed and got up half an hour ago, when it was about over.”


  “Clever.” Jorun rose, sighed, and stretched. The big room was cavernously empty, its lights a harsh glare. It was very quiet here.


  “Well, sir, I’m a middling smart chap, if I say it as shouldn’t. And you know, I’d like to express my appreciation of all you’re doing for us.”


  “Can’t say we’re doing much.” Jorun locked the machine.


  “Oh, the apple-knockers may not like it, but really, good sir, this hasn’t been any place for a man of enterprise. It’s dead. I’d have got out long ago if there’d been any transportation. Now, when we’re getting back into civilization, there’ll be some real opportunities. I’ll make my pile inside of five years, you bet.”


  Jorun smiled, but there was a bleakness in him. What chance would this barbarian have even to get near the gigantic work of civilization—let alone comprehend it or take part in it. He hoped the little fellow wouldn’t break his heart trying.


  “Well,” he said, “goodnight, and good luck to you.”


  “Goodnight, sir. We’ll meet again, I trust.”


  Jorun switched off the lights and went out into the square. It was completely deserted. The moon was up now, almost full, and its cold radiance dimmed the lamps. He heard a dog howling far off. The dogs of Earth—such as weren’t taken along—would be lonely, too.


  Well, he thought, the job’s over. Tomorrow, or the next day, the ships come.
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  HE FELT VERY tired, but didn’t want to sleep, and willed himself back to alertness. There hadn’t been much chance to inspect the ruins, and he felt it would be appropriate to sea them by moonlight.


  Rising into the air, he ghosted above roofs and trees until he came to the dead city. For a while he hovered in a sky like dark velvet, a faint breeze murmured around him, and he heard the remote noise of crickets and the sea. But stillness enveloped it all, there was no real sound.


  Sol City, capital of the legendary First Empire, had been enormous. It must have sprawled over forty of fifty thousand square kilometers when it was in its prime, when it was the gay and wicked heart of human civilization and swollen with the lifeblood of the stars. And yet those who built it had been men of taste, they had sought out genius to create for them. The city was not a collection of buildings; it was a balanced whole, radiating from the mighty peaks of the central palace, through colonnades and parks and leaping skyways, out to the templelike villas of the rulers. For all its monstrous size, it had been a fairy sight, a woven lace of polished metal and white, black, red stone, colored plastic, music and light—everywhere light.


  Bombarded from space; sacked again and again by the barbarian hordes who swarmed maggot-like through the bones of the slain Empire; weathered, shaken by the slow sliding of Earth’s crust; pried apart by patient, delicate roots; dug over by hundreds of generations of archeologists, treasure-seekers, the idly curious; made a quarry of metal and stone for the ignorant peasants who finally huddled about it—still its empty walls and blind windows, crumbling arches and toppled pillars held a ghost of beauty and magnificence which was like a half-remembered dream. A dream the whole race had once had.


  And now we’re waking up.


  Jorun moved silently over the ruins. Trees growing between tumbled blocks dappled them with moonlight and shadow; the marble was very white and fair against darkness. He hovered by a broken caryatid, marveling at its exquisite leaping litheness; that girl had borne tons of stone like a flower in her hair. Further on, across a street that was a lane of woods, beyond a park that was thick with forest, lay the nearly complete outline of a house. Only its rain-blurred walls stood, but he could trace the separate rooms: here a noble had entertained his friends, robes that were fluid rainbows, jewels dripping fire, swift cynical interplay of wits like sharpened swords rising above music and the clear sweet laughter of dancing-girls; here people whose flesh was now dust had slept and made love and lain side-by-side in darkness to watch the moving pageant of the city; here the slaves had lived and worked and sometimes wept; here the children had played their ageless games under willows, between banks of roses. Oh, it had been a hard and cruel time; it was well gone but it had lived. It had embodied man, all that was noble and splendid and evil and merely wistful in the race, and now its late children had forgotten.


  A cat sprang up on one of the walls and flowed noiselessly along it, hunting. Jorun shook himself and flew toward the center of the city, the imperial palace. An owl hooted somewhere, and a bat fluttered out of his way like a small damned soul blackened by hellfire. Fie didn’t raise a wind-screen, but let the air blow around him, the air of Earth.


  THE PALACE was almost completely wrecked, a mountain of heaped rocks, bare bones of “eternal” metal gnawed thin by steady ages of wind and rain and frost, but once it must have been gigantic. Men rarely built that big nowadays, they didn’t need to; and the whole human spirit had changed, become ever more abstract, finding Its treasures within itself. But there had been an elemental magnificence about early man and the works he raised to challenge the sky.


  One tower still stood—a gutted shell, white under the stars, rising in a filigree of columns and arches which seemed impossibly airy, as if it were built of moonlight. Jorun settled on its broken upper balcony, dizzily high above the black-and-white fantasy of the ruins. A hawk flew shrieking from its nest, then there was silence.


  No—wait—another yell, ringing down the star ways, a dark streak across the moon’s face. “Hai-ah!” Jorun recognized the joyful shout of young Cluthe, rushing through heaven like a demon on a broomstick, and scowled in annoyance. He didn’t want to be bothered now.


  Well, they had as much right here as he. He repressed the emotion, and even managed a smile. After all, he would have liked to feel gay and reckless at times, but he had never been able to. Jorun was little older than Cluthe—a few centuries at most—but he came of a melancholy folk; he had been born old.


  Another form pursued the first. As they neared, Jorun recognized Taliuvenna’s supple outline. Those two had been teamed up for one of the African districts, but—


  They sensed him and came wildly out of the sky to perch on the balcony railing and swing their legs above the heights. “How’re you?” asked Cluthe. His lean face laughed in the moonlight. “Whoo-oo, what a flight!”


  “I’m all right,” said Jorun. “You through in your sector?”


  “Uh-huh. So we thought we’d just duck over and look in here. Last chance anyone’ll ever have to do some sight-seeing on Earth.”


  Taliuvenna’s full lips drooped a bit as she looked over the ruins. She came from Yunith, one of the few planets where they still kept cities, and was as much a child of their soaring arrogance as Jorun of his hills and tundras and great empty seas. “I thought it would be bigger,” she said.


  “Well, they were building this fifty or sixty thousand years ago,” said Cluthe. “Can’t expect too much.”


  “There is good art left here,” said Jorun. “Pieces which for one reason or another weren’t carried off. But you have to look around for it.”


  “I’ve seen a lot of it already, in museums,” said Taliuvenna. “Not bad.”


  “C’mon, Tally,” cried Cluthe. Ha touched her shoulder and sprang into the air. “Tag! You’re it!”


  She screamed with laughter and shot off after him. They rushed across the wilderness, weaving in and out of empty windows and broken colonnades, and their shouts woke a clamor of echoes.


  Jorun sighed. I’d better go to bed, he thought. It’s late.


  THE SPACESHIP was a steely pillar against a low gray sky. Now and then a fine rain would drizzle down, blurring it from sight; then that would end, and the ship’s flanks would glisten as if they were polished. Clouds scudded overhead like flying smoke, and the wind was loud in the trees.


  The line of Terrans moving slowly into the vessel seemed to go on forever. A couple of the ship’s crew flew above them, throwing out a shield against the rain. They shuffled without much talk or expression, pushing carts filled with their little possessions. Jorun stood to one side, watching them go by, one face after another—scored and darkened by the sun of Earth, the winds of Earth, hands still grimy with the soil of Earth.


  Well, he thought, there they go. They aren’t being as emotional about it as I thought they would. I wonder if they really do care.


  Julith went past with her parents. She saw him and darted from the line and curtsied before him.


  “Goodbye, good sir,” she said. Looking up, she showed him a small and serious face. “Will I ever see you again?”


  “Well,” he lied, “I might look in on you sometime.”


  “Please do! In a few years, maybe, when you can.”


  It takes many generations to raise a people like this to our standard. In a few years—to me—she’ll be in her grave.


  “I’m sure you’ll be very happy,” he said.


  She gulped. “Yes,” she said, so low he could barely hear her. “Yes, I know I will.” She turned and ran back to her mother. The raindrops glistened in her hair.


  Zarek came up behind Jorun. “I made a last-minute sweep of the whole area,” he said. “Detected no sign of human life. So it’s all taken care of, except your old man.”


  “Good,” said Jorun tonelessly.


  “I wish you could do something about him.”


  “So do I.”


  Zarek strolled off again.


  A young man and woman, walking hand in hand, turned out of the line not far away and stood for a little while. A spaceman zoomed over to them. “Better get back,” he warned. “You’ll get rained on.”


  “That’s what we wanted,” said the young man.


  The spaceman shrugged and resumed his hovering. Presently the couple re-entered the line.


  The tail of the procession went by Jorun and the ship swallowed it fast. The rain fell harder, bouncing off his force-shield like silver spears. Lightning winked in the west, and he heard the distant exuberance of thunder.


  Kormt came walking slowly toward him. Rain streamed off his clothes and matted his long gray hair and beard. His wooden shoes made a wet sound in the mud. Jorun extended the force-shield to cover him. “I hope you’ve changed your mind,” said the Fulkhisian.


  “No, I haven’t,” said Kormt. “I just stayed away till everybody was aboard. Don’t like goodbyes.”


  “You don’t know what you’re doing,” said Jorun for the—thousandth?—time. “It’s plain madness to stay here alone.”


  “I told you I don’t like goodbyes,” said Kormt harshly.


  “I have to go advise the captain of the ship,” said Jorun. “You have maybe half an hour before she lifts. Nobody will laugh at you for changing your mind.”


  “I won’t.” Kormt smiled without warmth. “You people are the future, I guess. Why can’t you leave the past alone? I’m the past.” He looked toward the far hills, hidden by the noisy rain. “I like it here, Galactic. That should be enough for you.”


  “Well, then—” Jorun held out his hand in the archaic gesture of Earth. “Goodbye.”


  “Goodbye.” Kormt took the hand with a brief, indifferent clasp. Then he turned and walked off toward the village. Jorun watched him till he was out of sight.


  The technician paused in the air-lock door, looking over the gray landscape and the village from whose chimneys no smoke rose. Farewell, my mother, he thought. And then, surprising himself: Maybe Kormt is doing the right thing after all.


  He entered the ship and the door closed behind him.


  TOWARD evening, the clouds lifted and the sky showed a clear pale blue—as if it had been washed clean—and the grass and leaves glistened. Kormt came out of the house to watch the sunset. It was a good one, all flame and gold. A pity little Julith wasn’t here to see it; she’d always liked sunsets. But Julith was so far away now that if she sent a call to him, calling with the speed of light, it would not come before he was dead.


  Nothing would come to him. Not ever again.


  He tamped his pipe with a horny thumb and lit it and drew a deep cloud into his lungs. Hands in pockets, he strolled down the wet streets. The sound of his clogs was unexpectedly loud.


  Well, son, he thought, now you’ve got a whole world all to yourself, to do with just as you like. You’re the richest man who ever lived.


  There was no problem in keeping alive. Enough food of all kinds was stored in the town’s freeze-vault to support a hundred men for the ten or twenty years remaining to him. But he’d want to stay busy. He could maybe keep three farms from going to seed—watch over fields and orchards and livestock, repair the buildings, dust and wash and light up in the evening. A man ought to keep busy.


  He came to the end of the street, where it turned into a graveled road winding up toward a high hill, and followed that. Dusk was creeping over the fields, the sea was a metal streak very far away and a few early stars blinked forth. A wind was springing up, a soft murmurous wind that talked in the trees. But how quiet things were!


  On top of the hill stood the chapel, a small steepled building of ancient stone. He let himself in the gate and walked around to the graveyard behind. There were many of the demure white tombstones—thousands of years of Solis Township men and women who had lived and worked and begotten, laughed and wept and died. Someone had put a wreath on one grave only this morning; it brushed against his leg as he went by. Tomorrow it would be withered, and weeds would start to grow. He’d have to tend the chapel yard, too. Only fitting.


  He found his family plot and stood with feet spread apart, fists on hips, smoking and looking down at the markers Gerlaug Kormt’s son, Tarna Huwan’s daughter, these hundred years had they lain in the earth. Hello, Dad, hello, Mother. His fingers reached out and stroked the headstone of his wife. And so many of his children were here, too; sometimes he found it hard to believe that tall Gerlaug and laughing Stamm and shy, gentle Huwan were gone. He’d outlived too many people.


  I had to stay, he thought. This is my land, I am of it and I couldn’t go. Someone had to stay and keep the land, if only for a little while. I can give it ten more years before the forest comes and takes it.


  Darkness grew around him. The woods beyond the hill loomed like a wall. Once he started violently, he thought he heard a child crying. No, only a bird. He cursed himself for the senseless pounding of his heart.


  Gloomy place here, he thought. Better get back to the house.


  He groped slowly out of the yard, toward the road. The stars were out now. Kormt looked up and thought he had never seen them so bright. Too bright; he didn’t like it.


  Go away, stars, he thought. You took my people, but I’m staying here. This is my land. He reached down to touch it, but the grass was cold and wet under his palm.


  The gravel scrunched loudly as he walked, and the wind mumbled in the hedges, but there was no other sound. Not a voice called; not an engine turned; not a dog barked. No, he hadn’t thought it would be so quiet.


  And dark. No lights. Have to tend the street lamps himself—it was no fun, not being able to see the town from here, not being able to see anything except the stars. Should have remembered to bring a flashlight, but he was old and absentminded, and there was no one to remind him. When he died, there would be no one to hold his hands; no one to close his eyes and lay him in the earth—and the forests would grow in over the land and wild beasts would nuzzle his bones.


  But I knew that. What of it? I’m tough enough to take it.


  The stars flashed and flashed above him. Looking up, against his own will, Kormt saw how bright they were, how bright and quiet. And how very far away! He was seeing light that had left its home before he was born.


  He stopped, sucking in his breath between his teeth. “No,” he whispered.


  This was his land. This was Earth, the home of man; it was his and he was its. This was the land, and not a single dust-mote, crazily reeling and spinning through an endlessness of dark and silence, cold and immensity. Earth could not be so alone!


  The last man alive. The last man in all the world!


  He screamed, then, and began to run. His feet clattered loud on the road; the small sound was quickly swallowed by silence, and he covered his face against the relentless blaze of the stars. But there was no place to run to, no place at all.


  Desire No More


  Algis Budrys


  He had but one ambition, one desire: to pilot the first manned rocket to the moon. And he was prepared as no man had ever prepared himself before . . .


  “Desire no more than to thy lot may fall . . .”


  —Chaucer


  THE SMALL young man looked at his father, and shook his head.


  “But you’ve got to learn a trade,” his father said, exasperated. “I can’t afford to send you to college; you know that.”


  “I’ve got a trade,” he answered.


  His father smiled thinly. “What?” he asked patronizingly.


  “I’m a rocket pilot,” the boy said, his thin jaw stretching the skin of his cheeks.


  His father laughed in the way the boy had learned to anticipate and hate. “Yeah,” he said. He leaned back in his chair and laughed so hard that the Sunday paper slipped off his wide lap and fell to the floor with an unnoticed stiff rustle.


  “A rocket pilot!” His father’s derision hooted through the quiet parlor. “A ro—oh, no!—a rocket pilot!”


  The boy stared silently at the convulsed figure in the chair. His lips fell into a set white bar, and the corners of his jaws bulged with the tension in their muscles. Suddenly, he turned on his heel and stalked out of the parlor, through the hall, out the front door, to the porch. He stopped there, hesitating a little.


  “Marty!” His father’s shout followed him out of the parlor. It seemed to act like a hand between the shoulder-blades, because the boy almost ran as he got down the porch stairs.


  “What is it, Howard?” Marty’s mother asked in a worried voice as she came in from the kitchen, her damp hands rubbing themselves dry against the sides of her housedress.


  “Crazy kid,” Howard Isherwood muttered. He stared at the figure of his son as the boy reached the end of the walk and turned off into the street. “Come back here!” he shouted. “A rocket pilot,” he cursed under his breath. “What’s the kid been reading? Claiming he’s a rocket pilot!”


  Margaret Isherwood’s brow furrowed into a faint, bewildered frown. “But—isn’t he a little young? I know they’re teaching some very odd things in high schools these days, but it seems to me . . .”


  “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Marge, there aren’t even any rockets yet! Come back here, you idiot!” Howard Isherwood was standing on his porch, his clenched fists trembling at the ends of his stiffly-held arms.


  “Are you sure, Howard?” his wife asked faintly.


  “Yes, I’m sure!”


  “But, where’s he going?”


  “Stop that! Get off that bus! YOU hear me? Marty?”


  “Howard! Stop acting like a child and talk to me! Where is that boy going?”


  Howard Isherwood, stocky, red-faced, forty-seven, and defeated, turned away from the retreating bus and looked at his wife. “I don’t know,” he told her bitterly, between rushes of air into his jerkily heaving lungs. “Maybe, the moon,” he told her sarcastically.


  Martin Isherwood, rocket pilot, weight 102, height 4’, 11”, had come of age at seventeen.


  THE SMALL man looked at his faculty advisor. “No,” he said. “I am not interested in working for a degree.”


  “But—” The faculty advisor unconsciously tapped the point of a yellow pencil against the fresh green of his desk blotter, leaving a rough arc of black flecks. “Look, Ish, you’ve got to either deliver or get off the basket. This program is just like the others you’ve followed for nine semesters; nothing but math and engineering. You’ve taken just about every undergrad course there is in those fields. How long are you going to keep this up?”


  “I’m signed up for Astronomy 101,” Isherwood pointed out.


  The faculty advisor snorted. “A snap course. A breather, after you’ve studied the same stuff in Celestial Navigation. What’s the matter, Ish? Scared of liberal arts?”


  Isherwood shook his head. “Uh-unh. Not interested. No time. And that Astronomy course isn’t a breather. Different slant from Cee Nav—they won’t be talking about stars as check points, but as things in themselves.” Something seemed to flicker across his face as he said it.


  The advisor missed it; he was too engrossed in his argument. “Still a snap. What’s the difference, how you look at a star?”


  Isherwood almost winced. “Call it a hobby,” he said. He looked down at his watch. “Come on, Dave. You’re not going to convince me. You haven’t convinced me any of the other times, either, so you might as well give up, don’t you think? I’ve got a half hour before I go on the job. Let’s go get some beer.”


  The advisor, not much older than Isherwood, shrugged, defeated. “Crazy,” he muttered. But it was a hot day, and he was as thirsty as the next man.


  The bar was air conditioned. The advisor shivered, half grinned, and softly quoted:


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Though I go bare, take ye no care,

            I am nothing a-cold;

            I stuff my skin so full within

            Of jolly good ale and old.”

          
        

      
    

  


  “Huh?” Ish was wearing the look with which he always reacted to the unfamiliar.


  The advisor lifted two fingers to the bartender and shrugged. “It’s a poem; about four hundred years old, as a matter of fact.”


  “Oh.”


  “Don’t you give a damn?” the advisor asked, with some peevishness.


  Ish laughed shortly, without embarrassment. “Sorry, Dave, but no. It’s not my racket.”


  The advisor cramped his hand a little too tightly around his glass. “Strictly a specialist, huh?”


  Ish nodded. “Call it that.”


  “But what, for Pete’s sake? What is this crazy specialty that blinds you to all the fine things that man has done?”


  Ish took a swallow of his beer. “Well, now, if I was a poet, I’d say it was the finest thing that man has ever done.”


  The advisor’s lips twisted in derision. “That’s pretty fanatical, isn’t it?”


  “Uh-huh.” Ish waved to the bartender for refills.


  THE NAVION took a boiling thermal under its right wing and bucked upward suddenly, tilting at the same time, so that the pretty brunette girl in the other half of the side-by-side was thrown against him. Ish laughed, a sound that came out of his throat as turbulently as that sudden gust of heated air had shot up out of the Everglades, and corrected with a tilt of the wheel.


  “Relax, Nan,” he said, his words colored by the lingering laughter. “It’s only air; nasty old air.”


  The girl patted her short hair back into place. “I wish you wouldn’t fly this low,” she said, half-frightened.


  “Low? Call this low?” Ish teased. “Here. Let’s drop it a little, and you’ll really get an idea of how fast we’re going.” He nudged the wheel forward, and the Navion dipped its nose in a shallow dive, flattening out thirty feet above the mangrove. The swamp howled with the chug of the dancing pistons and the claw of the propeller at the protesting air, and, from the cockpit, the Everglades resolved into a dirty-green blur that rocketed backward into the slipstream.


  “Marty!”


  Ish chuckled again. He couldn’t have held the ship down much longer, anyway. He tugged back on the wheel suddenly, targeting a cumulous bank with his spinner. His lips peeled back from his teeth, and his jaw set. The Navion went up at the clouds, her engine turning over as fast as it could, her wings cushioned on the rising thrust of another thermal.


  And, suddenly, it was as if there were no girl beside him, to be teased, and no air to rock the wings—there were no wings. His face lost all expression. Faint beads of sweat broke out above his eyes and under his nose. “Up,” he grunted through his clenched teeth. His fists locked on the wheel. “Up!”


  The Navion broke through the cloud, kept going. “Up.” If he listened closely, in just the right way, he could almost hear . . .


  “Marty!”


  . . . the rumble of a louder, prouder engine than the Earth had ever known. He sighed, the breath whispering through his parting teeth, and the aircraft leveled off as he pushed at the wheel with suddenly lax hands. Still half-lost, he turned and looked at the white-faced girl. “Scare you—?” he asked gently.


  She nodded. Her fingertips were trembling on his forearm.


  “Me too,” he said. “Lost my head. Sorry.”


  “LOOK,” HE told the girl, “You got any idea of what it costs to maintain a racing-plane? Everything I own is tied up in the Foo, my ground crew, my trailer, and that scrummy old Ryan that should have been salvaged ten years ago. I can’t get married. Suppose I crack the Foo next week? You’re dead broke, a widow, and with a funeral to pay for. The only smart thing to do is wait a while.”


  Nan’s eyes clouded, and her lips trembled. “That’s what I’ve been trying to say. Why do you have to win the Vandenberg Cup next week? Why can’t you sell the Foo and go into some kind of business? You’re a trained pilot.”


  He had been standing in front of her with his body unconsciously tense from the strain of trying to make her understand. Now he relaxed—more—he slumped—and something began to die in his face, and the first faint lines crept in to show that after it had died, it would not return to life, but would fossilize, leaving his features in the almost unreadable mask that the newspapers would come to know.


  “I’m a good bit more than a trained pilot,” he said quietly. “The Foo Is a means to an end. After I win the Vandenberg Cup, I can walk into any plant in the States—Douglas, North American, Boeing—any of them—and pick up the Chief Test Pilot’s job for the asking. A few of them have as good as said so. After that—” His voice had regained some of its former animation from this new source. Now he broke off, and shrugged. “I’ve told you all this before.”


  The girl reached up, as if the physical touch could bring him back to her, and put her fingers around his wrist. “Darling!” she said. “If it’s that rocket pilot business again . . .”


  Somehow, his wrist was out of her encircling fingers. “It’s always ‘that rocket pilot business,’ ” he said, mimicking her voice. “Damn it, I’m the only trained rocket pilot in the world! I weigh a hundred and fifteen pounds, I’m five feet tall, and I know more navigation and math than anybody the Air Force or Navy have! I can use words like brennschluss and mass-ratio without running over to a copy of Colliers, and I—” He stopped himself, half-smiled, and shrugged again.


  “I guess I was kidding myself. After the Cup, there’ll be the test job, and after that, there’ll be the rockets. You would have had to wait a long time.”


  All she could think of to say was, “But, Darling, there aren’t any man-carrying rockets.”


  “That’s not my fault,” he said, and walked away from her.


  A week later, he took his stripped-down F-110 across the last line with a scream like that of a hawk that brings its prey safely to its nest.


  HE BROUGHT the Mark VII out of her orbit after two days of running rings around the spinning Earth, and the world loved him. He climbed out of the crackling, pinging ship, bearded and dirty, with oil on his face and in his hair, with food stains all over his whipcord, red-eyed, and huskily quiet as he said his few words into the network microphones. And he was not satisfied. There was no peace in his eyes, and his hands moved even more sharply in their expressive gestures as he gave an impromptu report to the technicians who were walking back to the personnel bunker with him.


  Nan could see that. Four years ago, he had been different. Four years ago, if she had only known the right words, he wouldn’t be so intent now on throwing himself away to the sky.


  She was a woman scorned. She had to lie to herself. She broke out of the press section and ran over to him. “Marty!” She brushed past a technician.


  He looked at her with faint surprise on his face. “Well, Nan!” he mumbled. But he did not put his hand over her own where it touched his shoulder.


  “I’m sorry, Marty,” she said in a rush. “I didn’t understand. I couldn’t see how much it all meant.” Her face was flushed, and she spoke as rapidly as she could, not noticing that Ish had already gestured away the guards she was afraid would interrupt her.


  “But it’s all right, now. You got your rockets. You’ve done it. You trained yourself for it, and now it’s over. You’ve flown your rocket!”


  He looked up at her face and shook his head in quiet pity. One of the shocked technicians was trying to pull her away, and Ish made no move to stop him.


  Suddenly, he was tired, there was something in him that was trying to break out against his will, and his reaction was that of a child whose candy is being taken away from him after only one bite.


  “Rocket!” he shouted into her terrified face. “Rocket! Call that pile of tin a rocket?” He pointed at the weary Mark VII with a trembling arm. “Who cares about the bloody machines! If I thought roller-skating would get me there, I would have gone to work in a rink when I was seventeen! It’s getting there that counts! Who gives a good goddam how it’s done, or what with!”


  And he stood there, shaking like a leaf, outraged, while the guards came and got her.


  “SIT DOWN, Ish,” the Flight Surgeon said.


  They always begin that way, Isherwood thought. The standard medical opening. Sit down. What for? Did somebody really believe that anything he might hear would make him faint? He smiled with as much expression as he ever did, and chose a comfortable chair, rolling the white cylinder of a cigarette between his fingers. He glanced at his watch. Fourteen hours, thirty-six minutes, and four days to go.


  “How’s it?” the FS asked.


  Ish grinned and shrugged. “All right.” But he didn’t usually grin. The realization disquieted him a little.


  “Think you’ll make it?”


  Deliberately, rather than automatically, he fell back into his usual response-pattern. “Don’t know. That’s what I’m being paid to find out.”


  “Uh-huh.” The FS tapped the eraser of his pencil against his teeth. “Look—you want to talk to a man for a while?”


  “What man?” It didn’t really matter. He had a feeling that anything he said or did now would have a bearing, somehow, on the trip. If they wanted him to do something for them, he was bloody well going to do it.


  “Fellow named MacKenzie. Big gun in the head-thumping racket.” The Flight Surgeon was trying to be as casual as he could. “Air Force insisted on it, as a matter of fact,” he said. “Can’t really blame them. After all, it’s their beast.”


  “Don’t want any hole-heads denting it up on them, huh?” Ish lit the cigarette and flipped his lighter shut with a snap of the lid. “Sure. Bring him on.”


  The FS smiled. “Good. He’s—uh—he’s in the next room. Okay to ask him in right now?”


  “Sure.” Something flickered in Isherwood’s eyes. Amusement at the Flight Surgeon’s discomfort was part of it. Worry was some of the rest.


  MacKENZIE didn’t seem to be taking any notes, or paying any special attention to the answers Ish was giving to his casual questions. But the questions fell into a pattern that was far from casual, and Ish could see the small button-mike of a portable tape-recorder nestling under the man’s lapel.


  “Been working your own way for the last seventeen years, haven’t you?” MacKenzie seemed to mumble in a perfectly clear voice.


  Ish nodded.


  “How’s that?”


  The corners of Isherwood’s mouth twitched, and he said “Yes” for the recorder’s benefit.


  “Odd jobs, first of all?”


  “Something like that. Anything I could get, the first few months. After I was halfway set up, I stuck to garages and repair shops.”


  “Out at the airports around Miami, mostly, wasn’t it?”


  “Ahuh.”


  “Took some of your pay in flying lessons.”


  “Right.”


  MacKenzie’s face passed no judgements—he simply hunched in his chair, seemingly dwarfed by the shoulders of his perfectly tailored suit, his stubby fingers twiddling a Phi Beta Kappa key. He was a spare man—only a step or two away from emaciation. Occasionally, he pushed a tired strand of washed-out hair away from his forehead.


  Ish answered him truthfully, without more than ordinary reservations. This was the man who could ground him He was dangerous—red-letter dangerous—because of it.


  “No family.”


  Ish shrugged. “Not that I know of. Cut out at seventeen. My father was making good money. He had a pension plan, insurance policies. No need to worry about them.”


  Ish knew the normal reaction a statement like that should have brought. MacKenzie’s face did not go into a blank of repression—but it still passed no judgements.


  “How’s things between you and the opposite sex?”


  “About normal.”


  “No wife—no steady girl.”


  “Not a very good idea, in my racket.”


  MacKenzie grunted. Suddenly, he sat bolt upright in his chair, and swung toward Ish. His lean arm shot out, and his index finger was aimed between Isherwood’s eyes. “You can’t go!”


  Ish was on his feet, his fists clenched, the blood throbbing in his temple veins. “What!” he roared.


  MacKenzie seemed to collapse in his chair. The brief commanding burst was over, and his face was apologetic, “Sorry,” he said. He seemed genuinely abashed. “Shotgun therapy. Works best, sometimes. You can go, all right; I just wanted to get a fast check on your reactions and drives.”


  Ish could feel the anger that still ran through him—anger, and more fear than he wanted to admit. “I’m due at a briefing,” he said tautly. “You through with me?”


  MacKenzie nodded, still embarrassed. “Sorry.”


  Ish ignored the man’s obvious feelings. He stopped at the door to send a parting stroke at the thing that had frightened him. “Big gun in the psychiatry racket, huh? Well, your professional lingo’s slipping, Doc. They did put some learning in my head at college, you know. Therapy, hell! Testing maybe, but you sure didn’t do anything to help me!”


  “I don’t know,” MacKenzie said softly. “I wish I did.”


  Ish slammed the door behind him. He stood in the corridor, jamming a fresh cigarette in his mouth. He threw a glance at his watch. Twelve hours, twenty-two minutes, and four days to go.


  Damn! He was late for the briefing. Odd—that fool psychiatrist hadn’t seemed to take up that much of his time.


  He shrugged. What difference did it make? As he strode down the hall, he lost his momentary puzzlement under the flood of realization that nothing could stop him now, that the last hurdle was beaten. He was going. He was going, and if there were faint echoes of “Marty!” ringing in the dark background of his mind, they only served to push him faster, as they always had. Nothing but death could stop him now.


  ISH LOOKED up bitterly at the Receptionist. “No,” he said.


  “But everybody fills out an application,” she protested.


  “No. I’ve got a job,” he said as he had been saying for the last half hour.


  The Receptionist sighed. “If you’ll only read the literature I’ve given you, you’ll understand that all your previous commitments have been cancelled.”


  “Look, Honey, I’ve seen company poop sheets before. Now, let’s cut this nonsense. I’ve got to get back.”


  “But nobody goes back.”


  “Goddam it, I don’t know what kind of place this is, but—” He stopped at the Receptionist’s wince, and looked around, his mouth open. The reception desk was solid enough. There were IN and OUT and HOLD baskets on the desk, and the Receptionist seemed to see nothing extraordinary about it. But the room—a big room, he realized—seemed to fade out at the edges, rather than stop at walls. The lighting, too . . .


  “Let’s see your back!” he rapped out, his voice high.


  She sighed in exasperation. “If you’d read the literature . . .” She swiveled her chair slowly.


  “No wings,” he said.


  “Of course not!” she snapped. She brushed her hair away from her forehead without his telling her to. “No horns, either.”


  “Streamlined, huh?” he said bitterly.


  “It’s a little different for everybody,” she said with unexpected gentleness. “It would have to be, wouldn’t it?”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” he admitted slowly. Then he lost his momentary awe, and his posture grew tense again. He glanced down at his wrist. Six hours, forty-seven minutes, and no days to go.


  “Who do I see?”


  She stared at him, bewildered at the sudden change in his voice. “See?”


  “About getting out of here! Come on, come on,” he barked, snapping his fingers impatiently. “I haven’t got much time.”


  She smiled sweetly. “Oh, but you do.”


  “Can it! Who’s your Section boss? Get him down here. On the double. Come on!” His face was streaming with perspiration but his voice was firm with the purpose that drove him.


  Her lips closed into an angry line, and she jabbed a finger at a desk button. “I’ll call the Personnel Manager.”


  “Thanks,” he said sarcastically, and waited impatiently. Odd, the way the Receptionist looked a little like Nan.


  THE PERSONNEL Manager wore a perfectly-tailored suit. He strode across the lobby floor toward Ish, his hand outstretched.


  “Martin Isherwood!” he exclaimed enthusiastically. “I’m very glad to meet you!”


  “I’ll bet,” Ish said dryly, giving the Personnel Manager’s hand a short shake. “I’ve got other ideas. I want out.”


  “That’s all he’s been saying for the past forty-five minutes, Sir,” the Receptionist said from behind her desk.


  The Personnel Manager frowned. “Um. Yes. Well, that’s not unprecedented.”


  “But hardly usual,” he added.


  Ish found himself liking the man. He had a job to do, and after the preliminary formality of the greeting had been passed, he was ready to buckle down to it. Oh, he—shucks?—the Receptionist wasn’t such a bad girl, either. He smiled at her. “Sorry I lost my head,” he said.


  She smiled back. “It happens.”


  He took time to give her one more smile and a half-wink, and swung back to the Personnel Manager.


  “Now. Let’s get this thing straightened out. I’ve got—” He stopped to look at his watch. “Six hours and a few minutes. They’re fueling the beast right now.”


  “Do you know how much red tape you’d have to cut?”


  Ish shook his head. “I don’t want to sound nasty, but that’s your problem.”


  The Personnel Manager hesitated. “Look—you feel you’ve got a job unfinished. Or, anyway, that’s the way you’d put it. But, let’s face it—that’s not really what’s galling you. It’s not really the job, is it? It’s just that you think you’ve been cheated out of what you devoted your life to.”


  Ish could feel his jaw muscles bunching. “Don’t put words in my mouth!” he snapped. “Just get me back, and we’ll split hairs about it when I get around this way again.” Suddenly, he found himself pleading. “All I need is a week,” he said. “It’ll be a rough week—no picnic, no pleasures of the flesh. No smoking, no liquor. I certainly won’t be breaking any laws. One week. Get there, putter around for two days, and back again. Then, you can do anything you want to—as long as it doesn’t look like the trip’s responsible, of course.”


  The Personnel Manager hesitated. “Suppose—” he began, but Ish interrupted him.


  “Look, they need it, down there. They’ve got to have a target, someplace to go. We’re built for it. People have to have—but what am I telling you for. If you don’t know, who does?”


  The Personnel Manager smiled. “I was about to say something.”


  Ish stopped, abashed. “Sorry.”


  He waved the apology away with a short movement of his hand. “You’ve got to understand that what you’ve been saying isn’t a valid claim. If it were, human history would be very different, wouldn’t it?”


  “Suppose I showed you something, first? Then, you could decide whether you want to stay, after all.”


  “How long’s it going to take?” Ish flushed under the memory of having actually begged for something.


  “Not long,” the Personnel Manager said. He half-turned and pointed up at the Earth, hanging just beyond the wall of the crater in which they were suddenly standing.


  “Earth,” the Personnel Manager said.


  Somehow, Ish was not astonished. He looked up at the Earth, touched by cloud and sunlight, marked with ocean and continent, crowned with ice. The unblinking stars filled the night.


  He looked around him. The Moon was silent—quiet, patient, waiting. Somewhere, a metal glint against the planet above, if it were only large enough to be seen, was the Station, and the ship for which the Moon had waited.


  Ish walked a short distance. He was leaving no tracks in the pumice the ages had sown. But it was the way he had thought of it, nevertheless. It was the way the image had slowly built up in his mind, through the years, through the training, through the work. It was what he had aimed the Navion at, that day over the Everglades.


  “It’s not the same,” he said.


  The Personnel Manager sighed.


  “Don’t you see,” Ish said, “It can’t be the same. I didn’t push the beast up here. There wasn’t any feel to it. There wasn’t any sound of rockets.”


  The Personnel Manager sighed again. “There wouldn’t be, you know. Taking off from the Station, landing here—vacuum.”


  Ish shook his head. “There’d still be a sound. Maybe not for anybody else to hear—and, maybe, maybe there would be. There’d be people, back on Earth, who’d hear it.”


  “All right,” the Personnel Manager said. His face was grave, but his eyes were shining a little.


  “ISH! HEY, Ish, wake up, will you!” There was a hand on his shoulder. “Will you get a load of this guy!” the voice said to someone else. “An hour to go, and he’s sleeping like the dead.”


  Ish willed his eyes to open. He felt his heart begin to move again, felt the blood sluggishly beginning to surge into his veins. His hands and feet were very cold.


  “Come on, Ish,” the Crew Chief said.


  “All right,” he mumbled. “Okay. I’m up.” He sat on the edge of his bunk looking down at his hands. They were blue under the fingernails. He sighed, feeling the air moving down into his lungs.


  Stiffly, he got to his feet and began to climb into his G suit.


  The Moon opened its face to him. From where he lay, strapped into the control seat in the forward bubble, he looked at it emotionlessly, and began to brake for a landing.


  He looked for footprints in the crater, though he knew he hadn’t left any. Earth was a familiar sight over his right shoulder.


  He brought the twin-bubble beast back to the station. They threw spotlights on it, for the TV pickups, and thrust microphones at him. He could see broad grins behind the faceplates of the suits the docking crew wore, and they were pounding his back. The interior of the Station was a babbling of voices, a tumult of congratulations. He looked at it all, dead-faced, his eyes empty.


  “It was easy,” he said over a world-wide network, and pushed the press representatives out of his way.


  MacKENZIE was waiting for him in the crew section. Ish flicked his stolid eyes at him, shrugged, and stripped out of his clothes. He pulled a coverall out of a locker and climbed into it, then went over to his bunk and lay down on his side, facing the bulkhead.


  “Ish.”


  It was MacKenzie, bending over him.


  Ish grunted.


  “It wasn’t any good was it? You’d done it all before; you’d been there.”


  He was past emotions. “Yeah?”


  “We couldn’t take the chance.” MacKenzie was trying desperately to explain. “You were the best there was—but you’d done something to yourself by becoming the best. You shut yourself off from your family. You had no close friends, no women. You had no other interests. You were a rocket pilot—nothing else. You’ve never read an adult book that wasn’t a text; you’ve never listened to a symphony except by accident. You don’t know Rembrandt from Norman Rockwell. Nothing. No ties, no props, nothing to sustain you if something went wrong. We couldn’t take the chance, Ish!”


  “So?”


  “There was too much at stake. If we let you go, you might have forgotten to come back. You might have just kept going.”


  He remembered the time with the Navion, and nodded. “I might have.”


  “I hypnotized you,” MacKenzie said. “You were never dead. I don’t know what the details of your hallucination were, but the important part came through, all right. You thought you’d been to the Moon before. It took all the adventure out of the actual flight; it was just a workaday trip.”


  “I said it was easy,” Ish said.


  “There was no other way to do it! I had to cancel out the thrill that comes from challenging the unknown. You knew what death was like, and you knew what the Moon was like. Can you understand why I had to do it?”


  “Yeah. Now get out before I kill you.”


  He didn’t live too long after that. He never entered a rocket again—he died on the Station, and was buried in space, while a grateful world mourned him. I wonder what it was like, in his mind, when he really died. But he spent the days he had, after the trip, just sitting at an observatory port, cursing the traitor stars with his dead and purposeless eyes.


  The Unwilling Professor


  Arthur Porges


  The “Professor” had braved great perils to reach Earth, and believed he knew what he was up against. But he hadn’t counted on the menace of Fatty Schultz and Irv Lece.


  ON THAT fateful afternoon Fatty Schultz and Irv Lece had cut their last classes, and were taking a gloomy walk together, scrambling through the scrubby brush well behind the athletic field.


  There were good reasons for their unhappiness. Fatty was failing in Calculus II with a velocity that varied directly as the square of the number of lectures attended. Irv’s math instructor had informed him, with a kind of loathing respect, that his only salvation lay in recommencing the study of arithmetic—taking five or ten years in the process—and then retiring to a cave for perhaps another fifteen in the vain hope of digesting, through meditation and prayer, the multiplication table. After that, Irv might be ready for elementary algebra, but not, the professor hoped to a merciful God, in this unfortunate institution of higher learning.


  As a matter of fact, the whole of their fraternity, Omega Pi Upsilon (usually referred to on campus as “Oh, P-Yu”) was in the same boat regarding almost every subject offered at Bateman College. Bateman had courses that ranged from Aardvark Breeding to Zythum Brewing, but no field of knowledge troubled them more than mathematics.


  Hence the long face on Irv Lece. Fatty’s visage also strove to elongate, but simply wasn’t built for such an accomplishment. Instead, his piggy little eyes, ordinarily glowing with a kind of coarse good-humor, were now smouldering with resentment.


  They had just seated themselves in a small clearing, where Fatty, after setting his calculus text on a grassy mound, began to heave rocks at it, when there was a whistling scream, a jarring whump, and before their bulging eyes a small disc lay crumpled, barely ten yards away.


  A shrill creaking came from this odd craft, which looked like a manhole-cover some eight feet in diameter and twenty inches thick. Then, as they stared in wonder, a badly-sprung port opened crazily, and a small rabbit flopped out. It may be stated here that the creature was not actually a rabbit, but that any difference between the disc’s pilot and an ordinary cottontail was imperceptible to the naked eye.


  For a moment the rabbit swayed drunkenly, its big eyes cloudy, then it hopped towards Fatty, preferring, perhaps, his larger gravitational field over Irv’s. Extending one snowy paw, it squeaked: “Good afternoon, gentlemen. Permit me to introduce myself. I am a good-will ambassador from Venus, and by your conventions should be addressed as ‘Professor.’ My name,” he added a trifle pompously, “is Iglowt P. Slakmak, and I hold degrees comparable to your PhD, LLD, and M. D.” All this in a very British accent.


  Fatty gave a hoarse croak; Irv’s knees knocked together.


  “Come,” the rabbit chirped, “chin up, fellows! There’s nothing to be afraid of. I speak English because we’ve been monitoring your radio broadcasts for years. Television is a bit trickier, but we’ve seen a few. And by listening to educational programs, I’ve learned a great deal about terrestrial culture, which I notice is based upon cigarettes, used cars—but never mind that, now. I must get to Washington and present myself. A rival of mine is about to contact Mars-for the first time, and I hope to send in my report on Earth first.” He peered at them anxiously. “You do understand me, chaps, don’t you? I learned the best English from B. B. C., you know.”


  SEEING that the two boys were still dumb, the rabbit, with a mighty effort, picked up the three-pound calculus text, which was bound in a revolting green. As he did so, a paper fluttered out, and the professor deftly scooped it up. He studied Fatty’s messy scrawlings for a moment, then said warmly: “Ah, I observe that you chaps are beginning the study of elementary mathematics.” He shook a paw waggishly. “The limits are wrong on this integration: they should go from pi-over-two to pi-over-three first, instead of to zero. There’s a discontinuity at pi-over-three, and your result, that the center of gravity of this six-inch cube is nine feet to the right, looks somewhat implausible.”


  At this, Fatty finally found his voice. “A discontinuity?” he gulped. “Whassat?


  “Aw, you know,” Irv rebuked him. “Old Cusp’s been gassing about ’em for days, now.”


  “Has he? Well, what is it, if you’re so smart?”


  “I don’t remember,” Irv said brazenly, “but at least I heard the name before.”


  “At pi-over-three,” the rabbit broke in with authority, “the denominator of the integrand vanishes. To put it loosely, the function becomes infinite.”


  Fatty looked at Irv; Irv gaped at Fatty. The piggy eyes lit up. “A rabbit that knows math!” Fatty breathed.


  “Knows it! He wrote the damn book—a real brain!” Irv exulted.


  Once again their eyes met meaningly. “You always said,” Irv remarked in an abstracted manner, “that you could lick the guy who invented calc.”


  “I sure can,” Fatty asserted, “but—” He paused; then with a speed surprising in one of his bulk, his thick hands shot out, and Professor Slakmak, the eminent Venusian savant, found himself dangling by the ears from stubby, freckled fingers. He kicked with a vigor shockingly undignified.


  “Let me down!” he squeaked furiously. “This is outrageous. A friendly ambassador’s person is sacred among all civilized peoples; your national President shall hear of this insult!”


  Fatty looked at him, showing uneven teeth in a loose grin. “Bugs Bunny,” he gloated, “you are now the official mascot of Omega Pi Upsilen!”


  “I second the motion,” Irv said, shuffling in excitement.


  “We’d better hide his ship, though,” Fatty cried, full of ingenious intelligence now that nobody was grading him for it.


  “It’s too big, ain’t it?” Irv replied doubtfully. “Simmer down you!” he ordered the writhing professor. “We don’t wanna choke you, but—” The captive subsided, contenting himself with little quivers of indignation.


  “It’s awful light,” Fatty muttered, shoving the damaged saucer with one size eleven shoe. “We’ll move it over here, pile a lot of brush on top, and—”


  “—Start a fire!” Irv interrupted joyously.


  The professor gave a piercing squeal of protest.


  “No, stupid,” Fatty told him, winking. “If the prof here helps us out this semester, we’ll give him back his old disc, right?”


  “Right,” Irv agreed, crossing two fingers.


  In fifteen minutes, even with Fatty working one-handed, the ship vanished under a pile of stiff brush. “That’s that,” Irv said, taking a deep breath. “Now—”


  “We can’t take him like this,” Fatty remarked, swinging the professor by his ears and giving him a shake by way of emphasis.


  “Why not? We just been rabbithunting, that’s all.”


  “Too risky. Even if the professor keeps quiet, some joker from another frat might get nosy.”


  “He’ll be quiet,” Irv said grimly. “I know how to hit a rabbit on the neck with the edge of my hand—” Here the professor began to kick frantically, and Fatty snatched his hind legs, holding him rigid from ears to toes.


  “There’s an old cardboard box back there,” Fatty said. “That’ll do the trick.”


  A few seconds later the sullen captive was stuffed unceremoniously into a damp, mouldy container, and the two students returned to the campus, their hearts free from mathematical worries.


  “The frat will owe us plenty for this,” Fatty said darkly. “We’ve never had anybody to coach us in math.”


  “They’ll be licking our boots,” Irv agreed. “But they always have, the poor dopes!”


  THAT NIGHT the professor, poorly refreshed by some wilted carrot tops and water, found himself in a circle of eager Omega Pi Upsilon’s, delivering a detailed lecture—mostly problem-solving—on Section 45 of Broota’s “Introduction to the Elementary Rudiments of the Differential and Integral Calculus.”


  He was a good teacher, and when either his enthusiasm or expository art faltered, Fatty revived it quickly with a sharp pinch or stinging slap. So, although the average I. Q. of the fraternity was seventy-six, a certain amount of mathematics get through; and it was almost midnight before the unhappy ambassador found himself lying in a dirty, fetid cage, formerly the residence of the fraternity parrot, who had expired for lack of intelligent dialogue to copy. Rabbits, even Venusian ones, cannot weep, but the professor’s soul was heavy within him.


  And so it went, day after day, week after week.


  “I am quite amazed,” Professor Cusp told a skeptical colleague towards the end of the term, “at the remarkable way Schultz and his Oh P-Yu bunch have improved. Their homework these last six weeks has been excellent.”


  “Somebody’s coaching them—or doing it outright,” was the cynical reply. “I find no improvement in their zoology.”


  “No, that’s what I suspected at first, but it can’t be true. For example, on last week’s extra credit problem—a real stinker—they turned in over a dozen correct solutions, all different. Nobody would go to that much trouble for the P-Yu crowd; they’re about as popular on campus as Malenkov is with the D. A. R.”


  Another colleague, who had been listening, demanded: “But you won’t let Fatty Schultz by, will you?”


  “I’ll have to,” Cusp admitted. “Even though his exams are still horrible, I give quite a bit of weight to good homework, so—”


  “You swine!” the other said sourly. “Now I’ll get him.”


  Cusp laughed. “Ah, but you’re supposed to be tough; they’re afraid of you.”


  “They’d better be. It’s a pity the biology lab has to experiment on poor chimps while we give degrees to anthropoids like Fatty!”


  THAT NIGHT Fatty told his unwilling mascot the bad news. “I’m sorry, Prof,” he said genially. “It’s only one more term, then I’ll be done with math, and you can go back to your disc. By my last course is with old Totient, and he’s rough.”


  “You promised!” the professor squealed angrily.


  “This time I mean it, honest.”


  “Hey, Fatty,” a fraternity brother objected, “ain’t you gonna leave the prof to our gang? Just cause you’re through—” He broke off in confusion as Irv kicked his ankle, hard.


  “Ignore the jerk,” Lece reassured the crestfallen rabbit. “When Fatty and I finish our math requirement, you’re on your own again. Course, you’ll have to promise not to tell the President!” Over the professor’s head he winked broadly at his friends.


  “I won’t do it! It’s a cad’s trick!” The rabbit’s brown eyes were bright with rage.


  Fatty pawed his soft fur with one lardy hand. “C’mon, Prof, be a sport,” he urged, greasily affectionate. “We like you a lot. You wouldn’t let us down now.”


  “I—will—not—do—it! You promised—”


  “You will, too!” Irv grunted. “Don’t give us any backtalk. If I have to twist your ears—”


  “Use the cigarette lighter,” somebody suggested, half ashamed. “He’s only bluffing again.”


  “I’m not,” the professor said sturdily. “You can burn me, kill me, but I won’t tutor this bunch of cretins any more!”


  “Where does he get those words?” a student wondered aloud. “What’s a cretin?”


  “Irv,” Fatty said in a sly, buttery voice, “where’s that nasty pooch who adopted the Delts last week? The one that chased the chaplain into Tom Paine Hall. I’ll bet he’s a first class abbitray oundhay.”


  “Mac,” Irv addressed a slender, dark boy, “they keep him in that shed by the athletic field. Go and—ah borrow him, will you?” Mac left.


  “What’s an abbitray oundhay?” the professor quavered.


  “You’ll find out!” Fatty told him grimly. “Don’t they teach pig-latin on Venus?”


  There was a strained silence, while some members of the group whispered protests. But there was no open resistance. Fatty and Irv ran Omega Ph Upsilon with an iron hand.


  Then the door opened, and Mac, tugging hard at the collar of a large dog, lurched into the room. “Here’s Hotspur,” he grinned, as the brute strove to mangle the cowering professor.


  Hotspur was a canine melting pot. The Spitz in his ancestry seemed to predominate, but there were plain traces of airdale, setter—and crowning evidence of some mis-alliance—dachshund. White teeth bared in a slavering snarl, the dog glared at the rabbit, lunging against his collar as Mac held hard.


  But the professor had collapsed, all his courage gone. “A dog!” he gasped in horror, and Hotspur seemed startled at the human voice emerging from a rabbit. A thin whimper came from the professor. “Take that monster away,” he begged. “I’ll do anything—anything!”


  “That’s better,” Fatty chortled. “But we need this good ol’ hound more than the Delts do. Put him down in the basement—just in case.” He eyed the professor, who shrank into a furry, abject heap.


  “My new prof, Dr. Totient, is tough,” Fatty said. “Bugs Bunny here is gonna have plenty to do. We’ll clear out now and let him prepare his assignments! See that you watch those signs,” he jibed, handing out what he had so long received. He fastened the rabbit’s chain to its stout staple in the wall. “Here.” He fished an apple core from his jeans, and tossed it at the professor, giving him an oily smirk. “Just to show there’s no hard feeling. Eat hearty!” He stumped out, followed by his companions.


  GRADUALLY it grew dark, and the deserted fraternity-house was quiet. Ravenous, the professor finally nerved himself to nibble the apple core, which to his sensitive nostrils reeked of Fatty. He had just downed the last noisome fragment, when there was a loud, inquisitive sniff at the door. He grew rigid. Another sniff and the shoulder thrust of a heavy body.


  Insecurely shut, the door swung open, and huge, white form stalked in The professor cringed, moaning a little, the hot alien scent of dog in his nose, prepared to meet a terrible death.


  “Ssst!” the big mongrel admonished him. “I’m a friend,” he rumbled in slow, thick English. Trotting over, he took the slender chain in his great teeth, and threw his thirty pound body into the wrench. The staple pulled free.


  “Let’s get t’hell out of here,” he grunted, “while your bunch is gone.”


  “B-but my ship,” the professor stammered, staring in bewilderment. “It’s broken down, and those two awful boys will find me before I can fix it.”


  “Never mind; I’ll give you a lift in mine. I’m heading for Washington, then I’ll have to report back on Mars. I can drop you either place. I just got word myself, only a few days ago, that our two planets had finally made contact. They asked me to find out where you’d disappeared to, but I never dreamed you were here. When I heard you talking English—! But we’d better scoot. I’ve spied out this place long enough—I don’t think it’s quite representative.”


  They had just reached the brush behind the library, where the professor’s passionate story was completed, when Hotspur, looting back, saw lights flash in the fraternity house windows.


  “Wait here,” he said cryptically. “Be right back.” He sprang into the brush, and vanished. A few moments later, the anxious professor heard some yells of agony coming from the campus, and before long Hotspur returned, panting.


  “I know you’ll get a sympathetic hearing in Washington,” he gasped; “and we Martians abhor violence, but there are times—” He rubbed one paw against his mouth. “I didn’t like the taste of Irv, but Fatty’s even worse! I hope,” he added viciously, “they have to take Pasteur treatments!”


  “Me too!” Professor Slakmak agreed cheerfully. “And best of all, they’ll flunk math—but good! Where’s your ship—Pal?”


  . . . So They Baked a Cake


  Winston Marks


  He was tired of people—a “human interest” columnist, who specializes in glamorizations of the commonplace and sordid is likely to get that way. So . . . this starship seemed to offer the ideal escape from it all.


  SURE, I was one of the tough guys who said it would be great, just great, to get away from the boiling mess of humanity that stank up every inhabitable rock on earth.


  Not being the Daniel Boone type, this was my private qualification for the job—being fed up to here with people, with the smothering bureaucracy of world government, with restrictions and rationing and synthetic diet supplements and synthetic blondes and mass hypochondria and phony emotions and standing in line to get into a pay toilet.


  I hated my profession, trying to wring glamorous interviews out of bewildered heroes and press-agents’ darlings and pompous politicians and snotty millionaires and brave little wronged chorus girls. Their lives were no more glamorous than their readers. They were the same mixture of greed and fear and smelly sweat and deceit and two-bit passion. My particular prostitution was to transform their peccadilloes into virtues, their stubbed toes into tragedies and their fornications into romance. And I’d been at it so long I couldn’t stand the odor of my own typewriter.


  Of course, I was so thunderstruck at being chosen as one of the 21-man crew for the Albert E. that I never got to gloating over it much until we were out in deep space. Yes, it was quite an honor, to say nothing of the pure luck involved. Something like winning the Luna Sweepstakes, only twice as exclusive.


  We were the pioneers on the first starship, the first to try out the Larson Drive in deep space. At last, man’s travel would be measured in parsecs, for our destination was 26 trillion miles down near the celestial south pole. Not much more than a parsec—but a parsec, nonetheless.


  As a journalist, such distances and the fabulous velocities involved were quite meaningless to me. My appointment as official scribe for the expedition was not based on my galactic know-how, but rather on my reputation as a Nobel-winning columnist, the lucky one out of fifty-six who entered the lottery.


  Larson, himself, would keep me supplied with the science data, and I was to chronicle the events from the human interest side as well as recording the technical stuff fed to me.


  Actually, I had no intentions of writing a single word. To hell with posterity and the immortality of a race that couldn’t read without moving its lips. The square case I had carried aboard so tenderly contained not my portable typewriter, but six bottles of forbidden rye whiskey, and I intended to drink every drop of it myself.


  SO, AT LAST we were in space, after weeks of partying, dedications and speech-making and farewell dinners, none of which aroused in me a damned regret for my decision to forsake my generation of fellow-scrabblers.


  Yes, we were all warned that, fast as the Larson Drive was, it would take us over 42 years, earth-measured time, to reach our destination. Even if we found no planets to explore, turned around and came right back, the roundtrip would consume the lifetimes of even the new babies we left behind. To me this was a perversely comforting thought.


  All I wanted to know was how they expected me to live long enough to complete the journey? I could think of pleasanter ways to spend my last days than cooped up in this sardine can with a passel of fish-faced, star-happy scientists.


  I was 48 when we departed, which would make me a lucky 90 if I was still wiggling when we hove into our celestial port. But the mathematicians said to relax. Their space-time theory provided, they claimed, a neat device for survival on our high-velocity journey.


  The faster a body moves in reference to another, the slower time appears to act on the moving body. If, they said, man could travel at the speed of light, supposedly time would stand still for him. This, I reflected, would mean human immortality—much too good for people.


  Anyway, since our average velocity for the trip was planned to come out around a tenth of the speed of light, to us on the Albert E., only about five months would seem to have elapsed for the journey that would consume 42-1/2 years, earth-time.


  It seemed to me they were laying a hell of a lot of faith in a theory that we were the first to test out. Our food, water and air-supplies gave us a very small safety margin. With strict rationing we would be self-sufficient for just 12 months.


  That left us just two months to fool around looking for a place to sit down. I mentioned this item to Larson on the second day out. I found him at coffee mess sitting alone, staring at his ugly big hairy hands. He was a tall Swede with a slight stoop and the withdrawn manner of a myopic scholar.


  As commander of the ship he had the right to keep aloof, but as scribe, I had the privilege of chewing him for information. I said, “Skipper, if it took us generations to discover all the planets in our own little solar system, what do you figure the chances are of our spotting a planet near our goal, in the short time of two months?”


  HE WAS silent while I drew my ration of coffee and sugar, then he opened his hands and seemed to find words written on his palms. His eyes never did come up from beneath his shaggy eyebrows. “If they exist,” he said slowly, “we might find one. We have better telescopes and our vantage point in space will be superior.”


  He was a sorry-looking specimen, and I remembered that the fifty-year-old scientist had left behind a youngish wife who adored the ground he walked on. The handsome, blonde woman had stood heroically beside the ramp and watched, dry-eyed, as her husband ascended.


  There had been no visible exchange of farewells at the end, as he stood beside me in the air-lock. They just stared into each other’s eyes oblivious to all but the maudlin sorrow of their separation.


  Then the portal had closed and widowed her, and I had the feeling that Larson was going to tear at the great, threaded door with his bare hands and renounce the whole project. But he just stood there breathing a little heavy and clenching those tremendous hands until it was time to take off. In a way I envied him an emotion that was long dead in me, dead of the slow corrosive poison of contempt for the whole human race. Dead and pickled in the formaldehyde of ten thousand columns for which the syndicates had paid me nothing but cold money.


  Here was a man whose heart could still love, and I hated him for it. I said, “You look like you still have regrets. Maybe this isn’t worth your personal sacrifices, after all. If we don’t find an inhabitable planet we won’t have accomplished much.”


  “You are wrong,” he said quickly. “We have already served our purpose.”


  “Testing the Drive, you mean?”


  He nodded. “This morning in our last radio contact with earth I dispatched the word. The Larson Drive is successful. We have passed from our solar system on schedule, and our measurements of ship-objective time check out with the theory—roughly, at least.”


  He spread his hands out on the table. “This was our primary goal. The expedition ahead is subsidiary. Colonization may result from our exploration, true; but now we have opened the universe.”


  It was nice to know that things were progressing as planned. I asked, “What do you mean about things checking ‘roughly’? Is there some error?”


  He nodded and swallowed the dregs from the magnesium cup. “A considerable error, but it’s on the safe side. Our velocity checks perfectly, but our estimate of the time-shrinkage factor is so far off that Mr. Einstein’s formulae will take some major revision to reconcile what has happened.”


  “We’ll arrive sooner than planned?”


  Larson nodded again. “According to shipboard elapsed time we will arrive in the vicinity of our destination in just ninety-two hours from now—a total of 122 hours since take-off. You were worrying earlier about our scanty supplies; this should put your mind at rest.”


  It didn’t displease me. The lack of privacy on this tin bathtub was even worse than I had anticipated. The news came as sort of a reprieve.


  I looked at Larson, and suddenly I knew why the long face. His Tina!


  For her, ten years would already have passed, and as we sat there talking, weeks of her existence were fading into oblivion—and Hans Larson was begrudging every second of it. Damned fool, should have stayed at home.


  I left him brooding into his empty cup and went forward to the little control dome. One wonderful attribute of the Larson Drive was that there was no acceleration discomfort. Gravity was nullified at the outset, and ship’s gravity was kept at an comfortable one-half “g”.


  MAC HULBERT, chief navigator, was alone up there, one foot cocked up on the edge of the broad instrument-board that looked like a cluttered desk-top with handles. He was staring out into the void.


  Yes, void! They had said it would be black in space, but not even a glimmer of light showed through the transparent dome. As you looked to the side and back, faint, violent specks seemed to catch at your peripheral vision, but it was impossible to focus on a single heavenly body.


  Mac didn’t turn or greet me. His face was no longer that of the carefree adventurer with whom I had tied on a fair binge less than a week ago.


  “Getting you down, too, Mac?” I asked. He was about the only one aboard I could even tolerate. He wasn’t as sour on humanity as I, but he granted me the right to my opinions, which was something.


  “God, yes!” he said. “Skipper tell you about the time-error?”


  I said, “Yes, but what’s there to be sad about? You don’t mind that part, do you?” To my knowledge, Mac hadn’t left anything behind but his dirty laundry.


  Hulbert was in his mid-thirties, slender, balding and normally as cheerful and stupidly optimistic as they come. Now he looked worse off than Larson.


  “Yeah, I mind that,” he said kind of resentfully. “I thought we’d have more time to—sort of get used to the idea of—well, outgrowing our generation. But think, by now many of my older buddies will be dead. A dozen World Series will be over. Who knows, maybe there’s a war going on back there?”


  Of all the morbid nonsense. Yearning for the obituary column, the sports page and the headlines. But then people are rarely sensible when something disturbs their tidy little universe that they take for granted.


  It was a little terrifying, though, staring out into that smothering lamp-black. We were moving so fast and living so slowly that even the light-waves from the galaxies toward which we moved had disappeared. We were reversing the “redshift” effect of receding light sources. We approached the stars before us at such a velocity that their light impinged at a rate above the visible violet spectrum.


  Mac blurted out, “It will never work out.”


  “What won’t?”


  “Colonization. Not at these unholy distances, even if we do find an earth-type planet or two. People won’t leave everything behind them like this. I—I feel cut off. Something’s gone, everything, everybody we knew back there. It’s terrible to consider!”


  I SAT DOWN beside him, stared out into the India-ink and faced a few over-due realities myself. Our chances of finding a habitable planet were remote. Finding intelligent life on it was even more unlikely. That such life would resemble men, was so improbable that the odds in favor were virtually nonexistent.


  So—what had I really to look forward to? A quick survey of the star-system in the company of these nincompoop ideo-savants, then a return to a civilization of complete strangers—a culture in which we would all be anachronisms, almost a century behind the times.


  A parade of faces began peering at me out of the darkness. There was Bess with the golden hair, and Carol and petite Annette—and Cliff, my red-headed old room-mate who knew how to charcoal-broil a steak—and our bachelor apartment with the battered old teevee set and my collection of books and pipes, and there was my out-board jet up on lovely Lake Vermillion where a man could still catch a fat pike.


  What would it be like when we got back? More people, less food, tighter rationing, crowding beyond conception.


  Hell!


  When the rest of the crew learned of our sharply-revised estimated time of arrival they came down with the same emotional cramps afflicting Larson and Hulbert. It was sickening, a bunch of so-called mature technicians and scientists moping around like a barracks full of drafted rookies, matching miniature billfold photos of cuties that were now approaching crone-hood. The whole venture had become a tragic affair overnight, and for the next few days all thoughts turned backward.


  So nobody was remotely prepared for what happened. They were even unprepared to think straight—with their heads instead of their hearts. And Larson was worst of all!


  On the last day Larson eased off our 1800-mile-per-second velocity, and as the stars started showing again, shifting from faint violet down into the more cheerful spectrum, spirits aboard began lifting a little.


  I WAS in the control-room with Larson and Mac when we got our first inkling. Mac was fooling with the electronic search gear, sweeping for planets, when he gave a yip and pointed a jabbing finger at the scope.


  “Audio,” he stammered. “Look at that!” He lengthened the sweep and the jumble of vertical lines spread out like a picket fence made of rubber.


  “A carrier wave with audio modulation,” he said with disbelief all over his face.


  Larson remained calm. “I hear you, lad. Don’t shout.” He studied the signal and frowned deeply. “It’s faint, but you can get a fix.”


  As they played with the instruments I looked forward through the green shield that protected us from Alpha C’s heavy radiation. Our destination star was now a brilliant blob dominating our piece of heaven. It was a difficult thing to grasp that we had travelled almost 26 trillion miles—in five days, ship’s time.


  Mac said, “It’s a planet, sure enough, but that audio—”


  Larson snapped, “Forget the audio! Give me a bearing, and let’s be getting on course. That may be the only planet in the system, and I don’t want to lose it.”


  His arms pumped and his big hands pawed at the controls as he brought the inertialess drive into manual manipulations.


  For the next few, tense hours we stalked the planet at a discreetly low velocity. When his navigation problem was complete and we were on a slow approach orbit, Mac began playing with the communication rig again.


  The ship’s intercom was cut in, and we had to chase people out as excitement mounted over our discovery. Finally, when his elbow had been jostled once too often, Larson ordered the control room cleared of all hands but Hulbert and me.


  When we were alone Larson said, “This is fantastic.”


  Mac’s face was tied into an amazed scowl, too, as he studied the feeble little patterns on his wave analyzer. “You said it,” he breathed. “We’ve got ourselves a sweet little earth-type planet, if we can believe the spectro, and unless I’m stark space-happy, there’s something or somebody down there beaming a broadcast smack in our direction, following us around like the string on a yo-yo.”


  “How do you figure that?” Larson wanted to know.


  Mac replied, “At this distance the field strength is too strong for anything but a beamed transmission. Mister, they have us bracketed.”


  Mac swung to the panel on his left and cut in the communication circuit. “It’s strong enough to listen to, now. Let’s see what kind of gibberish we can wring out of that carrier wave.”


  He threw a couple of switches and hunted for the exact frequency. A whisper and a rustle of the carrier brushed the speaker. Mac centered in and turned up the volume.


  Then even I sucked air. A voice issued from the sound-cone. A man’s voice: “—lcome to New Columbia. Welcome, Albert E. Come in, please. Welcome to New Columbia. Welcome, Albert E. Come in please.”


  IT REPEATED repeated over and over. Larson let his breath go first with a nervous snort. Mac and Larson both looked at me as if maybe I had something to do with it. Hands trembling, Mac picked up the microphone and reached for the transmitter switch. Larson grabbed the mike from his hand. “Not so fast, dammit!”


  “But they know we’re up here,” Mac protested. “They even know the name of our ship!”


  “And our language,” I added. I wasn’t bored any more.


  Larson nodded slowly. “What kind of devilish intelligence have we run into? I need time—to think.”


  The way he said it sent a cold draught down my spine, and then my imagination started catching up to his. At our rate of approach to the star system, how could any living being have had time to sense our presence, pick our brains to learn our ship’s name, our language, master our method of communication, contrive a transmitter and get on the air?


  The magnitude of the accomplishment sent the importance of our little triumph of space travel tumbling into a cocked limbo of insignificance.


  For a moment I considered the old curvature of space concept. Could we have somehow doubled back—completing a mystic circle? Was that old Sol up there burning through our green shield? What a laugh that would be! The mental giants of our times backtracking and circling like a tenderfoot lost in the woods on Lake Minnetonka.


  Mac cut off the transmitter reluctantly, but he said, “Yeah, I guess I see what you mean, skipper.” Larson got to his feet and paced the crowded wedge of space, punching a fist into his other hand with meaty slaps.


  He stopped and listened to the soft muttering of the speaker and shook his head. “It makes no sense. It’s impossible. Utterly impossible!”


  The man’s voice from the planet implacably continued repeating the message—no trace of an accent, nothing to suggest an alien origin in its tone, pitch or enunciation.


  Perhaps that’s what threw Larson so hard. If there had been the faintest taint of other worldliness about it, I think he’d have hauled stakes and gotten us out of there. But the song of the siren was too powerful—the irresistible mental image of a fellow human out here in the bottom of space was salt in the bleeding wounds of Larson’s loneliness.


  He stared out where the planet must be, some million miles before us. Suddenly the tenseness relaxed from his face and he got the damndest expression of mixed incredulity, hopefulness and sorrow. Tears began welling from his eyes and streaming down the rugged contours of his cheeks.


  It didn’t add. Nor could I reason a motive for his laconic command: “Intersection orbit, Mr. Hulbert. We’ll take her down,” he said quietly. That was all. He hunched over the control board and moved things according to Mac’s computations.


  SOON I could make out the planet. We came in from an obtuse angle with its sun, so it showed first as a crescent of pale, green silver. Then it filled the viewing dome, and Mac began working the homing equipment. “May I acknowledge their message now, skipper?”


  Larson shook his head with compressed lips.


  “But if we are going in anyway—” Mac argued.


  “No!” Larson exploded. Then his voice softened. “I think I know the mystery of the voice,” he said. “It must be, it must be! But if it isn’t—if I’m wrong—God alone knows. We must chance it. I don’t want to know differently—until it’s too late.”


  This was just real great. Larson had some fantastic notion, and he wanted it to be true so damned badly that he was taking us into blind jeopardy when we had the means to probe it first. Real scientific, that.


  Humans! Men, and their so-called sense of reason! Larson was a crowning example of the sloppy-hearted thing I was fleeing when I embarked on this joy-ride, and now it would probably be my undoing.


  We were homing in on the transmission from “New Columbia”, easing down into the atmosphere, and now clouds and land and water formations took shape. The beam led us to the sunlit rim of dawn, and suddenly we were hovering over a great forest, slit at intervals with streaks of glittering blue that looked like deep, wide rivers.


  Now Mac touched a switch, and the CW whistle gave us a tight audio beam to follow to the source of the signal. Larson switched to the micro landing controls to ride in like a jet liner on the Frisco-Shanghai run. We slanted gently down until the forest became trees, and the little blue-green splotches were lush, grassy meadows.


  And there was the tower, and the low buildings—and the spaceship!


  Something happened to me inside when I saw that. It was a kind of tremolo feeling, like a note in a new symphony, a note that springs free and alone, wavering uncertainly, and you don’t know which way it will turn.


  In seconds that seemed like hours, we were on the ground, the ramp was jammed out and Larson was blundering down it crying like a baby.


  I STOOD in the port breathing the warm air redolent with exotic new scents and yawped like an idiot, trying to make sense of the huge banner strung a hundred yards across one whole side of the little village. The banner read:


  WELCOME, HANS! WELCOME


  ALBERT E.


  WE KNEW YOU WERE COMING,


  SO—


  And near the center of the banner was the largest chocolate cake, or facsimile thereof, in all creation. It must have been ten feet high and twenty feet in diameter.


  But Hans Larson wasn’t amused by the cosmic gag. He galloped off that gang-plank like a love-sick gorilla. And I’m a comet’s uncle if Tina wasn’t there, racing out to meet him, Larson had guessed the truth, and no wonder he hadn’t had the guts to test it beforehand!


  By the time I got down, out and over to where they were all wrapped up mingling tears, I had it pretty well doped out myself.


  I don’t know why we had figured that all progress and improvement in interstellar flight would cease just because we had left earth. The eternal, colossal conceit of men, I guess.


  When our last signal back to earth had given the okay sign, sure, they started building bigger ships and recruiting another crew. But by the time that the Albert E. II, was ready to take off for a more extended expedition, the Larson Drive was now the Larson-McKendrick Drive, with a velocity of a full half the speed of light, some five times our velocity.


  Somehow, Tina had managed to get herself in the party, as Hans had sensed she would. And the time-differential, as it worked out, wasn’t serious at all. Tina had been only 32 when we left her on earth. Including the year and a half she had already been with the colony on New Columbia, she was still quite a bit younger than Hans, and just twice as pretty as the day of their separation.


  The tremolo note was rising now, the soft, mystic pitch of excitement inherent in the new world.


  I turned to Mac, who was grinning like to split his face. I said, “Looks like you were wrong, old boy—about the impossibility of colonizing.”


  He nodded his head readily, but he wouldn’t tear his eyes away from that monsterous, preposterous chocolate cake. The attraction, I discovered, was a little bevy of on-lookers who stood at its base. They were a dozen or more most attractive colonists in the younger age-bracket and unmistakably of the opposite sex.


  Mac said, “Yeah, I was wrong about colonizing prospects. Dead wrong. Aren’t you glad?”


  And now the tremolo feeling split into a crescendo of sub-harmonics and overtones, a magnificent chord of attunement with life and humanity everywhere in the universe. And all at once I knew I was glad, happy as hell to see these people from the old hometown of earth.


  The Final Figure


  Sam Merwin, Jr.


  Was it a wild talent that MacReedy had, or was it just prophetic genius that led him to figure out new, improved ordnance weapons and make models of them—before the armed forces had them? Whichever it was, MacReedy was both valuable and dangerous—and when the general saw MacReedy’s final figure, the weapons following the mobile rocket A-missile launcher . . .


  THE GENERAL was in mufti. He stood briefly within the entrance of Models and Miniatures, Inc., feeling a mild envy of the civilians who brushed past him, coming and going. They looked so easy, so relaxed, so casual in posture and dress. He was wistfully aware of the West Point ramrod that was his spine, the razor-edged bandbox neatness of his banker’s grey suit, the Herbert Hoover four-squareness of his homburg, the stiff symmetry of his dark-blue fore-in-hand.


  He found compensation in visualizing some of these casual civilians in uniform—then shuddered, and moved on into the shop, poise and assurance restored.


  Save for the display-counters and wall-cases, the shop was softly lighted. And although it was well filled with customers and lookers of all ages there was about it the hushed quality of a library—or a chapel. Even the children talked softly as they pointed at and discussed this 100-gauge English locomotive or that working jet-model of a Vought-Chance Cutlass. They were well-aware of being in sight of wish and dream-fulfillment.


  He moved slowly toward the rear of the shop, past the glass counters that displayed gaily-painted models of carriages, coaches and early automobiles; past the fire-engines in red and gold; past the railroads; past the planes and past the tiny ships—from Phoenician galleys and Viking vessels with gaudily-decorative sails and shields to the latest bizarre-decked atomic aircraft carrier.


  He stood in front of the miniature soldiers and, for a happy moment, recaptured the glamor of parades and gay uniforms that had beckoned him into a career whose color and bandmusic had long since been worn off by the nerve-wracking tragedy of battle and the endless ulcerating paper-work of peace.


  Busman’s holiday, he thought. Sailors in a rowboat in Central Park. And he was glad he had not worn his uniform.


  Each miniature-soldier manufacturer had a glass shelf to his own wares, labeled with a white-cardboard rectangle upon which his name had been neatly brushed with India ink. Here were the comparatively rude Britains, mass-produced, work-horses of toy armies throughout the Western World since before his own boyhood.


  Here were the heavy and magnificent Courtleys, specializing in medieval knights and men-at-arms, beautifully caparisoned in all the colors of the rainbow. Here were the Barker Napoleonics, the one-inch Staddens, the incredible half-inch Emery Penninsulars—each a costly little work of art that defied the enlarging of a magnifying glass. Here were Comets in khaki and grey, perfect models of the guns, tanks and trucks of America, England and Soviet Russia.


  To his left along the counter a chunky blond citizen, with wide cheekbones and a faint Slavic accent, was discussing a sale with the clerk. The general was only subconsciously aware of him as he moved in that direction, marveling a little at the painstaking craftsmanship, the endless hours of eye-destroying labor that had produced such microscopic perfection—as well as at some of the follies with which men had attired themselves in the name of martial glory.


  He recalled having read of an order, issued at the time of the Mexican War, that the collars of all officers in the United States Army should rise to the tips of the ears. It was scarcely surprising, he thought, that the Seminoles—clad virtually in nothing at all—should have been able to stalemate an army thus uniformed in the steaming swamps of Florida.


  “They’re great, aren’t they?”


  The voice came from a lower level, and the General looked down to meet the excited blue eyes of a curly-haired male moppet who could scarcely have been more than twelve. There was an aura of friendliness about the leather-jacketed-and-corduroyed youngster, a sharing of manifest interest, that pierced the hide of the old soldier.


  He smiled back and said, “Quite wonderful,” and was briefly afraid his words had been too condescending. But the quick answering smile on the youngster’s face revealed that he had said the right thing.


  He followed the lad’s rapt gaze to a shelf he had not yet studied. The name on its cardboard label read MacReedy and as soon as he saw the tiny figures it supported, his interest became focused upon it to the exclusion of all other shelves and their fascinating displays.


  MacReedy was very evidently a specialist. His subject was American soldiery, with its chief emphasis on artillery—from early Colonial times to the present. As one of the highest-ranking officers in the Ordnance Department of the United States Army, the General’s critical interest was aroused.


  Here were the demi-culverins of the Manhattan Dutch, the brass fieldpieces and mortars of the French wars and the Revolution, the light horse artillery cannon of the Mexican and Civil Wars, along with pear-shaped Dahlgren and Parrot siege-guns, each piece with its crew of aimers, loaders, rammers and ammunition bearers.


  Here were the crowbar-like dynamite guns that protected New York and Boston and Baltimore against threatened British invasion during the Newfoundland fisheries disputes, back in the 1880’s; and the complex disappearing cannon that followed them. Here was the old standard three-inch fieldpiece on which the General had cut his own eyeteeth; here the French 75 and 155, long and short, and the mammoth railway guns of World War One. Here was even a model of the postwar American 75—the ill-fated cannon that had proved so accurate on the firing-range, and so utterly useless after a half-mile over a bumpy road.


  Here were the weapons of World War two, from M-7 105 self-propelled howitzer to the 240-millimetre tractor-borne cannon. And here were more recent weapons, the 120-millimetre radar-aimed anti-aircraft cannon; its newer automatic 75-millimetre cousin; the new 90-millimetre turret-mount for the Walker Bulldog, the 105-gpf in the turret of its new heavy tank.


  THE GENERAL felt a stir of alarm.


  There had been a leak somewhere; release on this model was not scheduled for another month. He would have to report it, of course. Then he shrugged, inwardly. Leak or not there was small cause for alarm; They must long-since have managed to scrounge test-run photographs, if not copies of the blueprints themselves.


  Still, a leak was bad business with the country so precariously balanced in a combustible world-situation. He looked at the next weapon, the last in the line.


  And froze . . .


  Here was the XT-101. with its rearmounted turret and twin dual-purpose automatic 75-millimetre cannon. Here was a weapon, complete, that had not been completed in actuality—there was trouble with the turret, of course, there always was . . .


  It couldn’t be—but it was. The General discovered that his mouth had slackened in surprise; he closed it firmly. He eyed the turret of the miniature, noted how the automatic rangefinding devices, that were causing trouble at Aberdeen, were incorporated into the turret itself, in a neat armored sheath.


  He thought, Lord! I wonder if that’s the answer . . . Then he thought that, if it were, the whole world would soon know it.


  “A honey, isn’t it?” said the curly-headed lad. He added, wistfully, “It costs twelve dollars and eighty-six cents, with tax.”


  “It’s a honey, all right,” said the General automatically. Actually, he was appalled—a possibly decisive weapon on sale to all and sundry for twelve dollars and eighty-six cents! Of course the intricate inner workings weren’t there. But They knew enough about radar and automatic cannon to be able to figure it out from the model.


  The General took direct action. Ha went to the clerk and said, “How many have you?” pointing to the subject of his question.


  “Neat—perfect workmanship,” said the clerk, donning his selling clothes.


  “How many?” the General repeated.


  “Only the one in the case left,” the clerk replied. “I just sold the last one in stock a moment ago. We’ve only had four delivered so far.”


  “I’ll take it,” said the General in a fever of impatience. He had to get it out of public view at once—although he had a sick sensation of already being too late. He recalled the Slavic appearance, the accent of the man who had made the last purchase.


  When the clerk had wrapped it up, and he had paid for it, the General asked to see the manager, who proved to be a pleasantly tweedy individual. He produced his card and said, “I’m afraid this man MacReedy has violated security-regulations. Where else is his stuff marketed?”


  The manager’s expression was not friendly. He said, “Mr. MacReedy’s miniatures are marketed nowhere else; he has an exclusive contract with us.” He evidently resented the General’s gruff approach as much as the General resented not being addressed by title.


  Civilians! the General thought. The damned fools don’t understand—they haven’t the slightest idea . . .


  Aloud he said, “Where can I find Mr. MacReedy? I’m afraid I’m going to have to talk to him.”


  “Uncle Angus? He lives next door. I’m going home now—I can show you.”


  The General had forgotten the male moppet. He looked down in surprise, then up at the manager, who said, “It’s quite true. This is Toby. He helps Mr. MacReedy; he’s a collector himself in a small way.”


  The General took Toby back with him to the hotel. He knew he should be burning up the wires to Washington with news of his horrendous discovery, but somehow he wanted to see it through himself—as far as he was able. Besides, there were certain puzzling facets that would scarcely look plausible in the dehydrated prose of an official report to Security.


  It smacked almost of the supernatural. Eyeing his small guest, who was happily and rather messily devouring a piece of French pastry, accompanied by a bottle of ginger-ale—sent up by room service—the General suppressed a chill that rose from his coccyx to his cervical vertebrae.


  Like most veteran men of action, the General did not decry the supernatural—such decrying was the property of armchair logicians. In the course of his long career he had seen too many things that defied logic or logical explanation. He said, “Ready to take off, Toby?”


  “Yes, sir,” said the lad. He was properly impressed with the General’s rank—revealed to him by the assistant manager in the lobby. Then, with a sudden shadow of anxiety, “You aren’t going to arrest Uncle Angus, are you, sir?”


  The General managed a chuckle. No sense in getting the lad scared. “No, I just want to talk to him.”


  “I’ll go with you,” the lad offered. “Most grownups have a hard time talking to Uncle Angus. Even dad . . .” Whatever was his father’s problem with the prophetic model-maker remained unstated, as Toby managed to wrap lips and teeth around a large final piece of pastry. He then went to the bathroom to wash his hands before they went downstairs, to where the General’s car was waiting.
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  THE SIGHT of the huge olive-drab Cadillac limousine with its two-starred flag and white trimmed and be-fourragered sergeant-chauffeur seemed to awe Toby, who lapsed into mere occasional monosyllables during the drive through the late afternoon to his Long Island home. It was as if, since the General was in mufti, the lad had not quite been able to believe in his reality—until official car and chauffeur offered proof.


  This was quite all right with the General, who was desperately trying to rearrange the chaos of his thoughts into some sort of order. He knew h? was being dangerously imaginative for a man in his position. But what if this MacReedy actually could foresee the future, at least in its military manifestations?


  Granting this impossibility, how could the man be used? The General shuddered at the thought of “selling” anyone with such a gift to the Combined Chiefs of Staff—those quiet-eyed, low-voiced, strictly pragmatic men on whom, perhaps, the future of country and world depended. Even if they by some wild chance accepted the impossibility, he knew full well what would be the tenor of their thoughts—and therefore of their questions.


  One of them would be sure to say, “Very well, General, but if we put our planning in the hands of this man—seeking a short route to decisive superiority of armament—how do we know he won’t make a mistake, or lead us up the garden path? How do we know he hasn’t been planted for this very purpose?”


  How did he know? The General decided he didn’t. Yet how could any man with such a private power be permitted to exercise his rights of free citizenship? He damned MacReedy, the enemy, the world and himself, and got resettled in his corner of the soft rear seat.


  They had left the sun behind them, setting in a dust-pink mist behind the soft-edged towers of Manhattan. By the time they reached Flushing it had begun to snow—big soft flakes whose crystalline dissimilarities were almost visible to the naked eye as they settled against the car windows into wet evanescence. Up ahead the twin wind-shield-wipers ground them silently and methodically into wet-rimmed circle segments.


  “I hope it lasts,” said Toby from his window. “I got a sled for Christmas. I haven’t been able to use it.”


  “You’ll get your chance,” said the General. Damn it, he wondered, what kind of man was Angus MacReedy—if he was a man. Somehow the silent snow, the waning traffic, the oncoming twilight, combined into a sense of ominous portent. It was as if the car were standing still, while a perilous future rushed toward it.


  “We turn left at the next traffic light, sir,” said Toby.


  They turned. They skirted a thinly-settled swampy area on a narrow road, against a background of scrubby pines. The sprawling metropolis might have been on some other continent, some other planet. They met only one car—a long black sedan, that slithered past them on the skiddy road-surface, missing them by inches.


  The house where they pulled to a halt at Toby’s direction was not large. It had been put up early in the century, and its motif was that of the high-gabled Swiss chalet. Mercifully the snow gave it a touch of quaintness, almost of rightness, despite the absence of lowering alps. Toby pointed to a similar structure about a hundred yards further down the road. “That’s where I live,” he said.


  MacREEDY answered the door. He was a tall, angular man with a long, angular face—from which small blue eyes peered alertly. He wore a grey glen-plaid reefer that was buttoned wrong, a dark blue-flannel shirt and covert slacks that needed a press. He said, “Hello, Toby—you’ve brought company, I see.”


  “This is General Wales,” said the lad very politely. “General—Uncle Angus.”


  The General had a ridiculous fugitive memory—“Alice, mutton—mutton, Alice.” He shook hands with the model-maker.


  “Honored, General,” said MacReedy. He ushered them into a living room, whose desk and tables and mantel were literally covered with miniature American soldiery. He said, “Sorry the place is such a mess”—picking up the morning paper from the carpet beside a worn but comfortable-looking easy-chair—“but I wasn’t expecting callers. I just had to boot out some sort of a mad Russian.”


  “What!” The general didn’t mean to bark but couldn’t help it.


  MacReedy grinned quietly and said, “This fellow said he was assistant military attache, or something. Offered me all kinds of money to do some work for him.”


  “What did he look like?” the General asked.


  MacReedy. filling a corn-cob pipe that appeared to be near the close of its short life, paused to say, “Like nothing special—not nearly as distinguished as you, General. Blond, chunky fellow with a bit of accent. Not a lot, but enough.”


  The General exchanged glances with Toby. He knew, without asking, that the boy was thinking the same as himself; it was the man who had bought the XT-101 model in the shop earlier that afternoon.


  MacReedy got his pipe going and said through a small blue cloud of smoke, “How does the exhibit look, Toby? Have they got it right?”


  “Pretty good, Uncle Angus,” said the lad seriously. “They got the Mexican and Black Hawk War units mixed up, but I guess we can’t blame them for that.”


  “I guess we can’t,” said MacReedy. He turned to the General, added, “Now, sir, what can I do for you? Or need I ask?”


  “I have a hunch you know pretty well what I’m after,” said the General. “My predecessor must have given you some idea.”


  “I’ve been afraid of this,” said MacReedy with a sigh. “It’s what I deserve for trying to show off to Toby.”


  “I don’t understand,” said the General.


  “I was trying to show Toby how good I was,” he said, ruffling the boy’s curly hair. “Then, when I got that seventy-five AA-gun doped out ahead of time—and it proved correct—I had to go one step further. I should never have let the model out of the house.”


  “I’d like to see your workshop,” said the General.


  Angus MacReedy removed his pipe and said, “Come along.”


  THE BASEMENT ran the length and width of the house. Although furnace and fuel-storage were walled off in a separate room at one end it still provided a sizable workroom, enough for three long wooden tables. On one of them MacReedy carved his tiny figures and cannon and vehicle parts from solid chunks of lead. Another was used for painting, a third for drying.


  On this third table were a half-dozen more of the XT-101’s—along with a group of Confederate cannoneers and their field-pieces, some Indians, a small group of knights in armor, and what appeared to be Roman Legionaries.


  The General pointed to these and said, “I didn’t know you went in for them. I thought you were strictly an American specialist.”


  MacReedy puffed at his pipe, then said, “I’m doing these for Toby—in return for his services as delivery boy and all-around helper. I’m trying to teach him history in reverse.”


  “Odd concept,” said the General.


  “It works—doesn’t it, Toby?” MacReedy said to the lad.


  “Uncle Angus says it will help me when I take history in college,” Toby said stoutly. “This is King Henry the Fifth at Agincourt—just like Sir Lawrence Olivier in the movie. And this is Genghis Khan. And here is Tamerlaine, and Charles Martel, and Caesar . . .”


  “I see,” said the General. He was a little overwhelmed at so much evidence of one man’s individual craftsmanship and industry. He eyed the XT-101’s with malevolent interest, then studied a nearly-finished weapon on the carving table. It looked like . . .


  It was! One of the just-conceived, self-reloading rocket-launchers on armored mobile carriage with amphibious tractor-treads. He said, his voice dry and tight, “Where’d you get this, MacReedy?”


  MacReedy wandered over to stand beside him. He said, “I didn’t get it anywhere; it just seems like the logical next step in ordnance, General. I’ve had pretty good luck in the past, figuring things out this way. I had the Sherman tank plotted back in nineteen-forty—just before I was drafted. I hadn’t dared trust my hunches till I saw my first one two years later at Pine Camp.”


  “You were in the Army?”


  “Six years,” said MacReedy. “Two years here in camp and Officer’s Candidate School, then two abroad—Sicily, Anzio and the Rhone Valley. I stopped a piece of shell near Lyon, and put in the rest of my time in hospital.”


  “Rough,” said the General though he had neither the time nor the interest for sympathy. “Tell me how you ‘figure’ these things out. The Sherman tank, if you wish.”


  MacReedy wagged his head modestly. “It wasn’t too difficult, once I’d seen the General Grant. That one obviously wouldn’t do; it was too high, needed a full-pivot turret. Yet the basic design was there—anyone who’d thought about it could have done the same. But it was a pleasant shock to learn I’d been right.”


  “I see,” said the General. “And you did the others by the same process—and you’re always right?”


  “Not always,” replied MacReedy. “I fluffed badly on the atomic cannon. I expected a longer barrel for greater muzzle-velocity and range; here, I’ll show you.” He led the way to a dusty wall shelf where imperfect and broken models crowded together. There was the A-cannon—not as it had appeared, but as the General knew it was going to look in two years, when certain needed changes were made.


  He said, “An understandable error. Unfortunately, mobility had to be considered.” He paused, looked MacReedy straight in the eye. “I hope you didn’t show any of this to your—previous visitor.”


  MacReedy laughed. “Hardly,” he replied. “I’m American, never fear. I’m just one of the lucky few who has been able to make a good living out of my hobby; I have no axes to grind.”


  “We may have an axe to grind with you,” said the General with a hint of grimness. The rocket-launcher and the improved A-gun were like the one-two punch of a good heavyweight-hitter. He went back to the. XT-101, said, “About this twin-mount tank—how’d you figure we’d mount the automatic machinery outside the turret?”


  “That wasn’t too difficult—if I’m right; and I gather I am,” said MacReedy. “There’s simply too much stuff to put inside a tank-turret; you’ve got to mount it outside. And that means plenty of protection, which means an extra armored sleeve. So . . .”


  3


  THE GENERAL said, “MacReedy, why are you showing me this? I could be an imposter, a spy.”


  “With that official limousine?” the model-maker countered. “I doubt it. Besides, Toby vouches for you.”


  “Risky,” said the General.


  “Besides,” said MacReedy with the suggestion of a smile, “Eve seen your picture in Life magazine.” He paused, added. “After all, in my humble way Em a bit of an ordnance nut myself.”


  “I don’t believe you,” said the General flatly—“I mean about working these things out through logic and guesses. But however you do it. surely you can appreciate that you’re much too dangerous to be walking around loose. Especially since They know about you. Em afraid Em going to have to take you back with me.”


  “Nothing doing,” said MacReedy. “I can take care of myself. Besides, this is my home. I like it here.”


  “You’re being close to treasonable,” said the General.


  “Not I—you are,” came the incredible reply. “You, not I, are attempting to deny a citizen his rights under the Constitution.”


  “Damn it, man!” the General back-pedaled quickly. “Can’t you understand? Suppose They got hold of you—They’d have you dishing up our innermost secrets to them ahead of time. I don’t need to tell you what that could mean in the present world situation.”


  “You don’t, General,” said MacReedy. “But I don’t think They’d get much out of me—much that was useful, I mean. I can’t think clearly under drugs or torture; I’d be more of a menace than a help. I explained that to my visitor before you came. He seemed to believe me.”


  “Maybe he did,” said the baffled General, “but don’t bet on his superiors. You’ve been an Army officer, MacReedy; I can have you called back into service.”


  “With a permanent medical discharge?” MacReedy countered.


  The General sighed. He knew when he was beaten. He said, “You’ll have to stand for a guard then—twenty-four hours. We’ll keep them out of sight as much as possible.” Tie wished the whole business were rationally explicable to his own superiors. As it was he knew his hands were tied when it came to drastic action.


  “I suppose it’s necessary,” said MacReedy sadly, but not defiantly; “I should never have tried to show off.”


  “It’s too late for that sort of thing,” said the General. “I’m going to have to take some of your models with me—it’s too late to do much about the new tank, but I’ll have to have the rocket-launcher and the A-gun. And I’ll want your promise not to indulge in any more such experiments except as I request.”


  “That I am glad to give you,” said MacReedy and there was no doubling the sincerity of his words.


  “I’ll pay you for them,” offered the General.


  “Of course,” replied the modelmaker; “my name isn’t MacReedy for nothing.”


  As he handed over a couple of hundred dollars the General found himself almost liking the man. Damn these screwballs, he thought. He wondered when he was going to wake up and find it hadn’t happened. It couldn’t be happening, any of it. But the perilously-perfect models, of weapons that were yet to be, felt terribly real to his touch.


  He said, “Toby, run upstairs and tell Sergeant Riley to come down here and take some stuff out to the car.” And, when the boy was gone, “MacReedy, will you do some work for us?”


  “Of course,” said the other. “A man gets feeling a bit useless making toy soldiers in times like these.”


  “The pay wont be much . . .” the General began.


  “I can afford it,” said MacReedy with the unexpected generosity of the true Scotsman. “What do you want me to do?”


  “They have a new weapon building,” said the General. “All we’ve got are a few spy-photographs—not very good, I’m afraid.”


  “What sort of weapon?” the modelmaker asked.


  “That’s just it—we don’t know,” replied the General. “I’m going to send you what we have on it tomorrow; I’m hoping you can give us a line on its purpose.” He paused, added grimly, “As it is we don’t know how to meet it. We haven’t an inkling. It’s given the Chief a whole new patch of grey hairs.”


  “I’ll do what I can,” said MacReedy. “But don’t expect the moon.”


  “All I want is the nature and purpose of that weapon—if it is a weapon,” was the General’s reply. Then Toby and Sergeant Riley came clumping down the stairs and the conference was at an end.


  Before he left the General gave Toby five dollars. “That’s for bringing me here,” he told the lad. “You’ll be seeing me again.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Toby, He didn’t sound at all surprised.


  WHEN HE got back in the car alone, the general counted the models on the seat beside him—one rocket-launcher, one A-gun. He said, “Riley, how are we fixed for gas?”


  “Pretty good, sir,” came the reply. “We can make the city okay, sir.”


  “Fill up before you get there,” the General told him. “We’re going right on through to Washington tonight.”


  “But, sir, I haven’t notified the motor pool at Governor’s Island,” the Sergeant protested.


  “Damn the motor pool!” the General exploded. “I’ll take care of them. Now get going; we’ve got a long drive ahead.”


  The big car gathered speed through the thickening night snow.


  The General slept most of the way, after he and the Sergeant stopped for dinner at a Howard Johnson restaurant on Route One. just north of New Brunswick. After a shower, a change into uniform and breakfast, he was in sound operating-shape when he reached his office at the Pentagon the next morning.


  He arranged for a round-the-clock guard of Angus MacReedy’s house, ordered investigation of the modelmaker’s record, had a copy of the complete file on the possible enemy weapon forwarded to Long Island by special messenger. Then he summoned a special meeting of top-echelon Ordnance brass and produced the models of the XT-101, the self-reloading rocket launcher and the improved A-gun.


  If such a Broadway-Hollywood term as sensational could be used in any connection with a Pentagon conference, the General’s meeting with his colleagues might have qualified for it. Experts were quick to understand the practicability of the models, quick to recast their plans accordingly.


  Within the week, Le was summoned before the Combined Chiefs and commended by that body for his clear-sightedness in cutting Gordian knots of the most baffling order. There was talk of a third star and appointment as Chief of Ordnance once the somewhat-doddering incumbent was retired, come June. He was a sort of brownhaired white-haired boy. He was interviewed by representatives of three national newsweeklies.


  Though he wore his new honors gracefully, actually the General was thoroughly uncomfortable. He was far more concerned with the safety of the country than with his own advancement; and his ego was much too solidly-based to permit him enjoyment of honors that were not rightfully his.


  The worst of it was that he couldn’t explain. If he told his superiors that his “inspirations” came from the intuitive head of a toy-soldier maker on Long Island who even denied his intuition in the name of logic—not only would his own career be permanently damaged, but the value of MacReedy’s models would be suspected. So much so that they might be disregarded entirely—thus retying the Gordian knots that were stymying the armament program.


  MacReedy’s file was laid on his desk one morning by a plump WAC secretary. It was exactly as the modelmaker had stated: he was American-born, only child of a Scottish engineer and a German-American woman from Wisconsin. He held an engineering degree from a small polytechnical institute in upstate New York.


  His war-record was exemplary. At the time of his wound in Central France, MacReedy had been a captain in the Combat Engineers, wearer of a silver star won at Anzio. There was a complete medical-report on the wound and treatment, whose technical jargon was too much for the General. All he could gather was that it was a headwound and brain injury, which had rendered the model-maker unfit for Army duty.


  He took the report to his opposite number in the Medical Corps, a man whose abilities in brain-surgery were mentioned in hushed voices at Johns Hopkins. Over a highball he told the whole story for the first time, hoping it wouldn’t be received with hoots.


  It wasn’t. The white-haired surgeon looked long and meditatively at his drink. Then he said, “Kermit, I can’t begin to account for it; I have muddled around in the human brain enough to know that what we like to call our scientific knowledge is at best empirical. You say this man had his ability before he was wounded?”


  “He built a Sherman tank two years before we did,” said the General. “Yet he claims the whole process is purely logical.”


  “Logic!” exclaimed the brain-man with a scorn that matched the General’s own on the subject. “Logic is hindsight, Kermit. When our brains, by some intuitive process of progressive thought, reach a desired point, our egos reach backward to give the process a sort of order we call logic. Actually we seldom know how we get where we do; but we’re too damned conceited to admit it.


  “What in hell do we know about the brain?” he went on. “I knew a perfectly healthy young girl once, who was killed when she was standing beside her horse—the horse sneezed, jerked his head up, and jolted the side of her jaw. Yet back in seventeen eighty-one, when Arnold ordered the massacre at Fort Griswold, one old rebel was bayonetted, had his skull smashed open so that his brains were oozing out on the ground. He recovered and lived for forty years afterward, sane as you please. And they didn’t have fellows like me, not then. If they had, he’d probably have died on the operating table.”


  “In other words you don’t know,” said the General.


  “I don’t know, Kermit,” replied the other. “Another drink?”


  THE NEXT day the international situation showed signs of serious deterioration, and the General took a plane to New York. All the way up he thought of something else the Surgeon-General had said to him—“One thing I have learned. It isn’t exactly in my province, but I’ve run into it enough to make an observation.


  “Whenever I’ve met anyone with what might be called a special gift—psychic or what have you—I’ve found them scared to death of it. Damned if I know why . . .”


  He ruminated a little before continuing. “You’d think they’d be delighted—but they aren’t. They either run to religion, and try to drown it in ritual—or they try to explain it away by some rationalization. Like your friend.”


  “Then you’re willing to accept the fact he has a supernatural gift?” the General asked.


  The brain-man shrugged and said, “Supernatural—supernormal—he’s got something, if what you tell me is true. Can you think of a better ’ole?”


  4


  WHEN HE was driven up to the Long Island chalet early that afternoon, the General was pleased to see a command car parked unobtrusively off the road, a sentry sitting in an impromptu sentry-box made of pine bows, that commanded a good view of the approaches. At least, he thought, They wouldn’t find MacReedy easy to get at. According to the reports he had seen there had been no further attempts.


  Toby opened the door. He said, “Hello, General, this is fine. We were going to send you a message tonight.”


  The General shook hands and said, “Progress?” and when the boy nodded excitedly, “Why aren’t you in school?”


  “It’s after three o’clock,” was the devastating reply, as Toby led him toward the cellar stairs. The General wondered briefly how much he had managed to forget in his fifty-two years.


  Angus MacReedy was working at his carving table with a blow-up of the spy-pictures tacked to the cellar wall in front of him, a pile of rough-sketched plans on the table. He rose and said, “I was just doing a little polishing, General. But you hit it about right.”


  “Good,” said the General. “Got it solved?”


  “I think so,” said the model-maker. “Take a look.”


  It was an eerie-looking item—a sort of stove-pipe mounted on a disc, surrounded by a flock of flying buttresses. Frowning the General peered at it, then looked at the blow-ups on the walls. From the correct angle, the similarity was ominously unmistakable. He said, “What in hell is it, Captain?”


  MacReedy grinned. “Looks weird, doesn’t it? It had me stumped for the better part of a week. There’s only one thing it could be and that’s what it is. Look . . .”


  He picked up a sort of miniature torpedo from the work-table, dropped it down the stove-pipe. The thing worked like a trench-mortar. Some spring in the base of the tube sent the rocket living in a high arc to smack the opposite wall and drop to the floor.


  “it’s a mobile rocket-launcher,” he said needlessly. “I’d lay odds it can be used for atomic warheads.”


  “Good Lord!” cried the General. His mind was in a racing turmoil. The problem with the Nazi V-l and V-2 weapons during World War Two had been the immobility of their launching platforms. If They had managed to get around it . . .


  He thought of an insuperable obstacle, said, “But what about back-blast? Don’t tell me they’ve found a metal able to stand up under the heat of launching.”


  “I doubt it,” replied MacReedy seriously. “They use this barrel to give her a boost like a trench-mortal shell. Sly hunch is the rocket doesn’t fire until she’s well off the ground.”


  “Is it accurate?” the General asked, thunderstruck.


  “Is a trench-mortar accurate?” the model-maker countered. “Ask anybody who’s been in Korea.”


  It was a wallop for the General. Atomic rocket-launchers, mobile rocket-launchers that could function as artillery, could outrange the A-gun perhaps by hundreds of miles. And if the missiles thus fired could be guided—he could see no reason why not—the A-gun was already obsolete.


  He sat down on a packing box and mopped his brow although the cellar was far from hot. He said and his voice was unsteady, “Thanks, MacReedy, I think maybe you have done it.”


  “I think so,” said the model-maker. He wasn’t boasting, but he was sure of himself. “You want to take it along with you? It should be quite simple to make. I’ve got a few improvements over Their supports, I think.”


  “If it’s the last thing I do,” said the General, rising, “I’m going to see you get credit for what you’ve done.” MacReedy made a gesture of dismissal. “Don’t let it bother you, General,” he said. “I like my work. Maybe you could arrange for me to make some models for tire War College.”


  “Hell, why not the Smithsonian?” said the General. “Why not both? We ought to have a historical ordnanceexhibit somewhere. And you re the man, no doubt about it.”


  As he kit with the precious model MacReedy asked, “By the way, General, what do you want me to work on next?”


  The General hesitated, then said, “Follow your hunches—logic if you will. Let’s see what the next weapon after this one is going to be. You’ve been ahead of us the rest of the way.”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” said MacReedy with his quiet smile. “Let me know how things come out.”


  “That I will,” said the General. Toby walked with him to the car and the General gave him another five dollars. He wished he could do something more for both of them; but at the moment it was out of the question.


  IT WAS ALMOST six months before the General got back to the Long Island chalet. Thanks to his now fully-established reputation as an inventive genius, he was able to get a full speed ahead order on the new-type mobile rocket-launcher. MacReedy’s improvements were valid, and the Department experts came up with further simplifications. By the time they were ready to go into production they actually had the weapon self-propelled, were well ahead of Them on mobility, range and accuracy. It promised to be a military revolution.


  Then the General had to make a flying trip around the world—to visit American military installations in Western Europe, in Italy and Spain, in Africa, Formosa, Japan and Korea. He got back to Washington, a thoroughly tired man, and walked into both his promised third star and the Chiefship of the Department. Also into an international situation worse than any since September, 1939—when the Nazis invaded Poland.


  They were pushing aggressively in both Europe and Asia, pushing with an arrogance that suggested they felt they could win in a walk if the free nations of the world offered large-scale military defiance. Rumors of a terrible secret weapon were being bruited about—not only in hush-hush military circles but in the public prints as well. One picture magazine of national circulation had actually published an article stating that They had mastered pushbutton warfare.


  The General, and the Combined Chiefs made a hurried and secret trip to Aberdeen the day after his return. There, on the proving ground, they watched a big transport-plane land on a makeshift airstrip. They saw a small group of soldiers unload from the plane an odd-looking tractor-mounted weapon that resembled an immense stovepipe with certain refinements.


  They saw a lean sausage of a rocket rolled into a door near the base of the tube, watched a trifle nervously while it was elevated almost vertically. An order was barked, a button was pushed—and the rocket rose rapidly from the tube with a dullish report, rose to a height of perhaps a hundred yards.


  Then, suddenly, its tail blossomed smoke and flame; it rose with a new lease on life, to disappear into the heavens, leaving a trail of smoke behind it. Pointing to a prefabricated building that stood alone, a mile away, the General said, “Watch that target, gentlemen,” and lifted his field glasses to his eyes.


  A minute later—fifty-eight seconds was the exact time—the structure was suddenly obliterated by a tremendous explosion. The General sighed and said quietly, “That was TNT. We have a stockpile of atomic weapons ready.”


  “But the accuracy!” exclaimed a weathered full admiral. “With the wind and the earth’s rotation to consid . . .” He hesitated, then said, “Oh, a guided missile.”


  The General nodded, and said, “We can put batteries of these new missilelaunchers, completely-mobile and with atomic heads, anywhere in the world within twenty-four hours by plane. They have a reasonably effective range of small targets of just over two hundred miles—with air-guidance, of course, over target. Gentlemen, I think They are in for a surprise.”


  They got it two days later—In another special test of the new weapon. The General didn’t even bother to watch it. His attention was focussed upon a stocky blond man who wore the gaudy shoulder-boards of a lieutenant colonel, and was present as assistant military-attache and qualified observer. His face remained impassive, save for a slight twitch of the lips, when the target was obliterated.


  Which was enough to satisfy the General.


  DENIED a sure-thing victory They were forced to call off Their war—with violent internal results. It became quickly evident that They were going to be busy for a long time keeping order within their own boundaries. The international situation became easier and happier than at any time since Locarno.


  The General, who was due shortly to receive his fourth star, played an active role in the military portion of the peace-making. He had little time even to think of Angus MacReedy and little Toby and the miracle-workroom on Long Island. When he did think of them it was with an inner warmth that was almost devout, with a resolve to see that the model-maker received a satisfactory reward.


  Then one morning, while skimming through a stack of reports, a phrase caught his eye. It read—


  
    . . . and in accord with current fiscal retrenchment-policies, all personnel on special duty were called in for terminal assignments. These included . . .

  


  The report was from Second District HQ at Governor’s Island. With a sinking sensation he scanned the list. There it was—special sentry-detail to guard house of Captain Angus MacReedy (ret). He picked up a telephone and called Governor’s Island direct.


  Yes, the detail had been withdrawn more than a week earlier . . . No, there had been no report of trouble . . . Hold on, there was something in the morning paper . . .


  The General made it in less than two hours. Angus MacReedy had been shot in the back of his head the previous evening, while building model soldiers in his cellar workroom. A boy who lived next door and heard the shot while on his way to pay MacReedy a visit, had seen the murderer drive away in a black sedan. He had given the alarm and local constabulary had picked up the trail and given chase. Ignoring a red light, their quarry had been killed when his sedan was hit by a truck. He had no identification on him but appeared to be a stocky blond man of about forty. An alien pistol, recently discharged, had been found in the wreckage.


  The General and Toby stood alone in the strangely empty workroom. Only an ugly, dark stain on the floor remained to mark the recent violence that had occurred there. The General looked at the table, then at the boy. He said, “Toby, do you know what your Uncle Angus was working on recently?” He felt a little ashamed thus to try to pick the brains of a murdered man through a child.


  “He’d been pretty busy with orders from the shop,” said Toby thoughtfully. “And he’d just finished that.” He nodded toward an unpainted lead miniature on the work-table.


  The General looked at it closely, and felt the blood drain from his face. He had told MacReedy to try to work out the next weapon after the guided-missile launcher . . .


  “Are you sick, General?” Toby asked, breaking in on his abstraction. “You mustn’t take it so hard, sir.”


  “I’m—all right, Toby,” he said. “It’s been a bit of a shock, that’s all.”


  “It’s been horrible,” said Toby, his voice quite steady. “Uncle Angus was a great man. I’ll never be able to be as great.”


  “You’ll never know till you try,” said the General. He thought that They had not forgotten—They had killed him for losing Them Their war. It was up to him, the General, to see that Angus MacReedy’s final prophecy proved false.


  Well, he had the power now to carry a little weight—thanks to the murdered man. Standing there in the cellar, the General made a vow to see that during his lifetime the peace was kept, to help set up some sort of organization that would keep the peace when he was gone.


  “Will it be okay for me to take this?” Toby had picked up the final figure, and was regarding it reverently.


  “What? Oh, I don’t see why not.” He said goodby to the boy outside and got into his car for the drive back to the airfield. Hence, he didn’t see Toby place it carefully at the end of hundred yards to his house, didn’t see Toby carry the unpainted figure the a row of gay little figures that included Napoleon, Marlborough, Suleiman the Great, Charles XII of Sweden, Henry V, Tamerlaine, Genghis Khan, Charles Martel, Julius Caesar—and newer or perhaps older, figurines of Alexander the Great, Xerxes, Cyrus the Great, Nebuchadnezzar and a trio of even more primitive conquerors.


  “Gee,” said Toby to himself, “I’m sorry Uncle Angus had to be killed. But if he had to be killed, I’m glad he got my historical set just about finished. I can paint this cave-man myself.”


  A few minutes later his mother called him to supper.
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