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Orbital Station One was quickly going to pieces.
The mechanicals were lurching, the gravity was
f|ucfudﬁng, the cook was in a drunken stupor, and
the sex-suppressants had worn off. To top it all—the
automatic missile launchers were aimed at every
major city on Earth—and there was no way of re-

directing them.

There were either aliens on board the ship, or
a saboteur—and the Intelligence Officer didn’t know
which. He didnt know what was going to happen

next either—he only knew it was going to be terrible!
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. . . There is, and will remain, some doubt among histo-
rians as to the actual existence of anything that might truly
be called a Third World War. We have summed the argu-
ments of both sides in this perhaps unimportant quarrel. In
continuing, it may first be necessary to say that, in the case
of the First Spatial Conflict, there is no doubt whatever.”

—~J. Tandler, A Short History of the Solar
Worlds: Gorgon Press, Inc., Ganymede (2204),
and Gordon FasTape, Ltd., Leyston (2205).



PART ONE

ANGELQ sat, hesitantly, in the unexpected free-fall environ-
ment of the Station, and wondered whether or not to burst
into tears.

After all, what else was there to do? The Station was going
to the dogs, whatever they were: the mechanicals were act-
ing in a manner that could only be described as totally
insane; the relief crew hadn’t arrived, and wasn’t likely to;
and Angelo himself was developing, of all things, a magnifi-
cently impressive set of the sniffles. He very nearly thought
of asking, “What else can happen?” but he knew better than
that. That particular question always, always had an answer
—and, for the most part, a rapid one.

Quickly enough, he discovered that he had no need to
ask the question. His off-duty time was, theoretically, his
own; but, given Captain Zugzwang—and given the odd set-
up of the Station in recent days—the theory didn’t really
apply to real life. Real life, in fact, was made up, as always,
of one little disappointment after another. Or perhaps, Angelo
told himself in a musing fashion, disappointment was not
the word. Melodrama might be better. Or tragedy.

There was nothing to be gained by fiddling with words,
but such musing was an old habit of Angelo’s—one, in
fact, which had made him think several times that the life
of an Intelligence officer was something he wasn’t really
suited to.
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Captain Zugzwang, however, didn’t think of matters that
way. Captain Zugzwang . . .

The intercom crackled. It was not supposed to crackle,
but that hardly mattered. Angelo didn’t like the sound, but
that didn’t matter either. Nobody cared what Angelo liked
—sometimes, he thought, not even Angelo himself.

The intercom cleared its throat. It coughed. It wheezed
a little and made a few thoroughly improbable sounds. An-
gelo remained in his precarious null-G seat and, with enor-
mous patience, waited. At last he was rewarded, if that’s the
word; the message came through. Without even much static.
Every word was simple, clear, and to the point.

“Mr. DiStefano,” it said, “report to the Captain at once.

This is an order. This order takes precedence over all other
duties. Mr. DiStefano, report to the Captain at once. This
is...
“Yes,” Angelo said sadly. “I know.” Nobody heard him.
He sighed, reached under his chair for his magnetic shoes
(sooner or later the gravity was going to be fixed, the
Captain kept saying; he’d been saying that for nine days)
and slowly, with immense labor, tied the massive things onto
his feet. He—

No, he didn’t stand up. Instead, he did a thoroughly unex-
pected backflip and found himself hanging upside down, his
shoes firmly attached to the ceiling.

The intercom coughed again, and presented him with a
sound very like a raspberry. “Mr. DiStefano,” it said, “report
to the Captain at once. This is an order. This order—"

“Right,” Angelo said. “Yes, sir. Instantly. Fellow members
of the Upside-Down Cake Brigade, forward.”

He began to walk. Two steps were enough to show him
that reversed locomotion was not really possible. The dizzy-
ing lack of orientation was enough, but the insistence of the
blood that it pump itself backward, or upside down, or some-
thing, was a distinct addition. The Station wasn’t actually
in zero gravity: that would have been too simple. It was
at about one-twentieth—just enough for discomfort, and not
enough for anything else.

“Mr. DiStefano—"

Well, if he couldn’t walk upside down, how was he going
to get to the Captain? For that matter, how was he going
to get to the intercom to inform the Captain that he couldn’t
get to the Captain? Or to inform the Captain that he couldn’t
even get to the intercom .. .orto...

His mind began, very slowly and steadily, to spin on a
previously unknown axis. The intercom kept having regular
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attacks of asthma, followed by attacks of message. It took
Angelo fully ninety seconds to come to the proper, the ob-
vious conclusion.

Remove the shoes.

True, this would leave him with a neat, unavoidable fall
to the deck (a slow, one-twentieth-gravity fall, but a fall
nevertheless); but it would leave him able to walk, or
float, or something, through the corridors to the Captain. If
he didn’t get a nice little concussion first . . . but why should
he, he asked himself, in so small a pravity environment?

This led instantly to the question of why the gravity was
so small in the first place. Heroically, Angelo refrained from
considering that. Instead, he unbuckled his shoes.

The drop was not too hard. Just, he thought, hard enough.
But at least his shoes were up there on the ceiling, and he
could continue on to the—

No.

His shoes, for reasons, apparently, best known to them-
selves, picked that second to detach themselves from the
world above, and come down like very slow bombs.

They missed Angelo by about half an inch, and landed
on the floor, where they sat innocently, as if nothing out
of the ordinary had happened.

Well, what danger was there in it? “What else can hap-
pen?” Angelo said bitterly, and, barefoot, went off down the
corridors to see the Captain.

Unfortunately, the corridors weren't quite themselves, ei-
ther.

For one thing, there weren’t any lights.

In one-twentieth gravity, there is only one way to walk.

Carefully.

Angelo DiStefano started very slowly down the dark cor-
ridor. Somewhere ahead, he was sure, there were Things.
Perhaps, he told himself, one of the Station personnel had a
background that included Transylvanian relatives. Who could
be sure? And perhaps the relatives—vampires, they might
be, or large, carelessly sewn monsters, or small fluttering
impossibilities that laughed—had come to visit the Station.
If the stories about such beings were even halfway. true,
they wouldn’t require suits, or even ships; they might even
be immune to the (Angelo nerved himself, thinking what
had always seemed to him the single silliest sounding phrase
in the English language) anti-missile-missiles. Perhaps they
were already on the Station. Waiting. Or else . . .

He told himself he was being foolish. But an almost-weight-
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less walk down a black and lonely corridor was not terribly
conducive to rational thought. There were no such things
as vampires, or Jiffy Home-Built monsters, either. But there
might be. At that moment, in that darkness, Angelo was
practically sure there were.

He took a deep breath. After all, the bridge wasn't so
much further, was it? Only a few hundred miles, or maybe
a few hundred thousand miles, or maybe . . .

The corridor was entirely silent. Angelo, barefoot, heard
nothing but his own breathing. The silence seemed to be
waiting for something. If only, Angelo thought quietly, the
Thing would pop out right away and eat him and ‘be finished,
it wouldn’t be so bad. But these Things had such a love for
suspense. . . . ’

Quiet.

Silence.

Ten steps. Twenty. Forty.

Forty-one. Forty-two. Forty . . . what?

The suspense was beginning to end. Behind him, in the
eerie darkness of the long corridor, Angelo heard footsteps.
Heavy, metal footsteps. Made by . ..

The Captain? No. Captain Zugzwang was on the bridge.
Dr. Emmis? No, this was a sleep period for the medical
officer and bacteriologist, and Dr. Emmis never, never
missed a chance for a sleep period. Juli R. Dental? No, the
ecologist would be off someplace where there was some
ecology to study. Korkianovich? No, the cock would be . ..

Somewhere else. All six of the others would be elsewhere.
None of them would be in the corridor. None of them except
Angelo DiStefano, Intelligence officer . . . and the Thing.

Angelo swallowed. Hard. He decided to take one more stab
at a happy ending, and winced at his own choice of words.
Chance, maybe, or gamble. But stab, now. . . . “Hello,
there,” he said. “Who’s that back there?”

There was no answer. Angelo kept walking. The footsteps
kept following him. The heavy, metal footsteps of a . . .
well, all right, he told himself grimly, determined to face the
worst now that there was nothing else left to face. The foot-
steps of a Thing. A Thing that was going to laugh, and pull
Angelo limb from limb, and drink his blood, and make him
into a zombie or a pariah or a full-blooded Asian or . . .

Or nothing more than a scattering of bloodless limbs in
the darkness. Angelo tried to decide which of these several
alternatives he preferred. While doing so, he began to
walk a little faster.

The footsteps maintained their steady pace. Maybe, he
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thought with a distinctively unbelieving sense of ease, may-
be I can outrun them.

It all depends on what kind of Thing is back there,
he reminded himself. Some of them were sort of slow, but
the others . . .

A flashlight hung by his belt. Angelo fumbled for it, with-
out breaking stride. In order to get the flashlight out, he
knew, he’d have to stop and fumble with the clasps that
held it firmly under any circumstances—clasps which had
been widely praised, but which seemed at the moment to
ignore the essential requirement. Angelo imagined himself
questioning the manufacturers, back on Earth. “Suppose you
were being chased by a Thing,” he’d say, “and you had to
have light. Wouldn't it be better to have that light easily
and quickly available?”

The manufacturer, a small fat man with piggy little eyes
and an unpleasant, sickly leer, bowed his head, abashed.
He'd never thought of that.

On the other hand . ..

The footsteps continued. Slow, steady, remorseless. An-
gelo found a wall and leaned against it, plucking feverishly
at the flash-holder. A great deal of time went by—about,
he estimated, fifteen days. The footsteps continued to ap-
proach.

And then he had the flashlight out and ready. If he’d had
any sense, he told himself bitterly, he’d have readied it before
he stepped into the dark corridor, and avoided all the delay.
He had no idea what Captain Zugzwang was going to say
when he arrived at the bridge fifteen days late.

But then, of course, he wasn’t going to arrive, was he?
The footsteps were closer . . . closer . . . closer. . . .

Angelo snapped on the light and pointed it straight at
the sound behind him. Then he snapped it off again.

It was better not to know, he assured himself. Much bet-
ter. In his wildest dreams, he had never imagined—

But he couldn’t forget the picture. Dropping the flash he
tumed again and ran for the bridge. The clatter of the
flash’s fall reached him when he had been running for some
seconds.

And the footsteps continued, marching down the passage.

The heavy, metal footsteps made by his own magnetic
shoes—following him under no power whatever, he thought,
but their own.

The door of the bridge, when Angelo reached it in some
disarray (it is not easy to run under one-twentieth gravity,
even at the best of times, which this didn’t really seem to be),
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looked like the opening to a haven. He dialed it and went
through the dilation.
His shoes, a little behind, stopped before the door.

I

THE door shut, leaving the shoes behind. Waiting, Angelo
thought. Waiting for him to come back, when they would
leap up and kick him between the eyes. Or start crawling
up his shrinking body, drinking the blood as they went.
Or...

Angelo, trying very hard not to think of the shoes, came
to a full stop by grabbing a handhold at the wall near the
Captain’s desk. The Captain didn’t seem to notice him. The
Captain was staring at a loaded plate which steamed merrily
before him.

What the plate was loaded with was, Angelo thought,
a very interesting question. It was pink in places, green in
others, and over one large area a bright, shining, metallic
blue. There seemed to have been small snakes in its ances-
try, or just possibly large worms. Parts of it were mashed
flat, though, which made full identification difficult. Angelo
was about to ask the Captain what he was eating when he
noticed that the Captain wasn’t eating. Instead, he was curs-
ing—or doing what passed, with Captain Zugzwang, for
cursing.

Captain Zugzwang had an orderly mind, and a mind
which contained no patience for what he was pleased to
describe as superstition. In fact, he never even soiled his
thin lips with that meaningless word, “Goodbye.” Also, as
he had explained a good many times, he saw nothing deroga-
tory in natural human functions. This combination of quali-
ties left him very little cursing room, but what room there
was he used magnificently.

He was reciting, in a voice filled with loathing and disgust,
a chain of random numbers—the ultimate insult to an order-
ly mind. Angelo, fascinated, listened.

“Eighty-four,” the Captain said. “Seventeen. Nine hun-
dred and fifty-nine. One hundred and seven. Sixty-three.”

“Sir,” Angelo said, letting go of his handhold now that he
was standing still.

“Five thousand, four hundred and seventy-four,” Captain
Zugzwang said with fantastic passion. “Eighty-seven. Six
thousand.”

“Sir,” Angelo said, and saluted. This was a mistake. A
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sharply snapped salute, in so small a gravitational field, re-
sults in a quiet, almost lazy, somersault. Angelo said “Eep,”
grabbed for his handhold, and missed it. This set of motions
had the effect of increasing the spin. Whirling cheerily
through the air on what seemed to be a collision course
with the Captain’s steaming snakes, Angelo said, despairingly,
“Sir. Sir, please. Sir?”

Captain Zugzwang looked up, his whole body coming to
rigid attention as he did so. He stared at Angelo with great
irritation. “DiStefano,” he said, “what is this?”

Head downward for the moment, Angelo said “Snakes,”
and then regretted it.

“Snakes?” said Captain Zugzwang,

“Well,” Angelo said, “I only thought—"

“True,” said the Captain. “You only thought. You did not
announce yourself. You did not salute. You only thought.
About snakes, for some brainless reason. DiStefano, I must
tell you again: I will have order on this ship. If it requires
penalties to exact that order, then there will be penalties.
It is for your own good I tell you this, DiStefano.”

“Yes, sir,” Angelo said. “But the numbers—"

“Numbers, DiStefano?” said the Captain with no decrease
in irritation. “Have you come in here to count snakes? Num-
bers of what, DiStefano? Numbers of what?”

“The numbers you were talking about,” Angelo said. The
Captain stared.

“Talking about? I was talking about order, DiStefano.
Order and discipline. If you cannot hear me correctly, per-
haps there is some defect in your aural structure. Perhaps
you should have this looked into, DiStefano. It is for your
own good I tell you this. Perhaps you should have this looked
into.” And Captain Zugzwang sat back with a nod of right-
eous satisfaction.

Angelo sighed. “I mean—" He tried to remember. “Eigh-
ty-four,” he said. “And seventeen. And five thousand, four
hundred and—ah—seventy-four.”

“DiStefano,” said the Captain ominously, “are you curs-
ing at me?”

Angelo said with great rapidity, “No, sir. No. But the num-
bers you were—the numbers you were using, eighty-four
and seventeen and all those—sir, they aren’t random.”

The Captain froze. Steam rising from the plate of parti-
colored snakes screened him for a second. Angelo, having
slowed his rotation, had come thankfully to rest about four
inches from the comer of the Captain’s magnetic-topped

13



desk. He stood as nearly at attention as he could manage,
and waited for the explosion. It came. “Not random?”

“No, sir,” Angelo said. “They’re all either divisible by
seven—"

“Seventeen is not divisible by seven,” Captain Zugzwang
said witheringly. “Nor is eighty-seven. Nor is—"

“Yes, sir,” Angelo said. “But the ones that aren’t have seven
in them. All of them do, sir.” Well, he told himself, it had
been necessary. But why—why in the name of all the gods
in whom the Captain did not believe—hadn’t he been born
with no head for mathematics?

“Hmm,” Captain Zugzwang said. He said it several times.
Then, brightening, he found a new set of sounds. “Never-
theless,” he said, “you didn’t salute. You came in here talk-
ing about snakes. This is Insubordination. DiStefano. You
cannot be allowed to continue such blatant disregard for
duty. You will stop chattering about snakes, DiStefano, and
you will salute.”

The salute might even have worked, if Angelo hadn’t be-
gun—due, he supposed, to the steaming snakes—to cough.
The combination of a coughing spasm and a sharp salute
shot him into evolutions previously undreamed of, evolutions
which the Captain watched with an increasing unfriendly
eye.

Not, Angelo thought as he spun, that Captain Zugzwang
could ever be described as exactly friendly. Even at the best
of times, there was a certain thin-lipped repugnance that
surrounded the Captain, as if he had been one of the unfor-
tunate and unwilling developers of Compound Delta, the
Compound which had made Asian a dirty word and kept
the Stations necessary.

“DiStefano,” Captain Zugzwang said with a brittle dis-
gust, “stop that. At once.”

“Yes, sir,” Angelo said, and had the sense not to salute.
He grabbed for the handhold and, as he realized that it
was eight feet behind him, touched the Captain’s desk in-
stead. Somehow he held on, spun right-side-up, and stopped,
facing the plate of snakes.

“DiStefano,” said the Captain, “you are unfit to be an
officer aboard this Station.”

“Yes, sir,” Angelo said hopefully.

“You are a blot on the very name of Intelligence.”

“Yes, sir,” Angelo said. At last, he told himself, he was
being appreciated at his true worth. More, the appreciation
might get him kicked off the Station and somehow returned
to Earth itself—despite the impossibility of sending any
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rockets whatever through the atmosphere without having
seek-and-destroy anti-missile-missiles (and there it was
again: why wasn't there a less ridiculous name for the things?)
erase the rockets. Angelo determined that he would open
a used car lot with the remains of his pay. Cars, after all,
never even left the ground any more. He felt quite home-
sick for things that didn’t leave the ground.

“More, DiStefano,” said the Captain, “your request is re-
fused.”

Angelo blinked. “Request?”

“For”—the Captain’s tone made a mockery of the words
—“travel pay, DiStefano. Travel pay.”

“But, sir—"

“No more,” the Captain said with haste. “Eight cents a
mile, indeed! DiStefano, the idea is ridiculous.”

“But, sir, we are traveling, and—"

“Request,” said the Captain, “refused.”

There was a brief silence. Then, filled with new hope,
Angelo asked, “But, sir, in that case, how about flight pay?”

The Captain’s mouth opened and shut again. Angelo, re-
maining upright for a change, waited. At last the Captain
said, in a disbelieving voice, “Flight pay?”

“Sir,” Angelo said, “we are flying, and the regulations
state—"

“We are not flying,” the Captain said.

“An Orbital Station—"

“Uses no power, DiStefano,” the Captain said. “No power.
We are—it is ridiculous for me to explain this to you—we
are not a powered craft, DiStefano. Flight pay does not
apply to gliders.”

“An Orbital Station,” Angelo said, with the feeling that
reason was leaving the world entirely, “is not a glider. Sir.”

“According to military law,” the Captain said, “an Orbital
Station is a glider. Let us have no more of this, DiStefano.
No more of this.”

A vast fortune glittered for the last time before Angelo’s
inner eye, and vanished. “Yes, sir,” he said.

The Captain snorted with satisfaction. “Now, then,” he
said. “I called you here, did I not?”.

Wondering what would happen if he said “No,” Angelo
contented himself with an affirmative nod. Probably the
Captain wouldn’t even have heard a negative reply: the
Captain had the interesting faculty of becoming deaf and
blind to things he didn’t want to see or hear.

“Very well,” said the Captain. “Perhaps you can show
yourself fit for some sort of5 duty—unlike Korkianovitch.”
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Angelo didn’t ask what Korky had done. The plate of
snakes was evidence enough of that. “Yes, sir,” he said.
Conversations with Captain Zugzwang sometimes seemed to
require a remarkably small vocabulary.

“I called you here to gain from you an evaluation of
Asian targets, DiStefano, and to receive the present status
reports from Station Two.” Captain Zugzwang sat back and
waited.

“Target evaluation unchanged, sir,” Angelo said, neglect-
ing to mention that he hadn’t checked the Target Identifica-
tion Center since the Captain’s last call for a report, three
hours before. Regulations, anyhow, said that he only had
to check it three times a day; any other reports were entirely
beyond the call of duty. At any rate, he hoped they were.
With Captain Zugzwang, one could never tell. “And Two
hasn’t answered any signals, sir. But that may be because
Communications isn’t functioning properly, sir.” Angelo tried
to recall the last time Communications had functioned prop-
erly. It had been, he realized, 3 long, long time. Shaw
kept sending along hopeful reports when anything at all got
through, but very little seemed to come of them.

“Ah,” Captain Zugzwang said. “Very well, DiStefano.
Very well. I expected nothing else.”

“Yes, sir,” Angelo said, hoping it was the right thing to
say, but knowing perfectly well that it was the only thing
to shove into a hole in the conversation. Somehow, it man-
aged to fit virtually every contingency. )

“However,” the Captain went on in a softer, more danger-
ous tone, “I must also speak to you about the lecture and
visual aids course, DiStefano. I must speak to you about
that, and once again I am disappointed in you.”

Somewhere, Angelo remembered, there had been a course
in something or other. He tried valiantly to remember what
the course had been in, or why he hadn’t bothered to go
to it, and managed to recall that it had taken place midway
in his sleep period. As for the subject of the thing . . . No.
Nothing remained.

“It is an important course,” the Captain went on. “It
should not have been missed.”

“Yes, sir,” Angelo said, trying to remember.

The Captain set his mind at rest. “All of us,” he said
sententiously, “should know something about water naviga-
tion. One should be prepared, DiStefano—prepared.”

“Yes, sir,” Angelo said, telling himself sadly that, if the
Station ever managed to drop out of orbit, water navigation
was not going to do anybedy any good. But, then, nothing
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else was, either; the course made easily as much sense as
anything else did, after eight months of what should have
been a three-month tour of duty on the Station.

There was something about that figure of eight months
that nagged at Angelo, but, once again, he couldn’t locate
it. Well, there were more important things. . . .

Like Captain Zugzwang’s calm order that Angelo make
up the course during a free period. Well, Angelo ,told him-
self, there wasn’t all that much else to do. And if he got
seasick watching the slides, he was sure Dr. Emmis would
come up with something. Possibly, he thought hopefully,
even something lethal.

Captain Zugzwang returned to the contemplation of what
should have been, and obviously was not, a meal. Angelo,
dismissed, headed for the door, feeling, for about thirty
seconds, even a little relieved.

Things could have been worse, he told himself. They .actu-
ally could have been.

And, very shortly, they were.

III

SOMETHING, Angelo told himself as he tripped over the
magnetic shoes which had faithfully waited for him outside
the dcor, something was wrong with the Station. It wasn’t
only the gravity, or the strange food, or all the rest of the
events he’d been watching. It was a good deal more than
that: it was the working of the Station itself.

Look, he said-to himself with patient logic, as he decided
to leave his shoes where they were and go on barefoot.
(After all, who knew where shoes that could walk by
themselves might decide to walk once they had somebody
inside themP) Look, the place is falling to pieces around
our ears. This Station has stood up here for fifty years and
more, and it hasn’t had any trouble. Anyhow, no trouble
like this. There was the time a Communications officer smug-
gled a harmonica aboard and made life hell for a while
—but that was normal. That, Angelo told himself firmly,
a man could understand. But now the place is going entirely
to pot. He paused for a second and then, all alone, whis-
pered: “It’s almost as if someone had a plan to wreck the
place. Someone—or something.”

After all, the mechanicals weren’t working dependably,
lurching all over the place, whining now and then with



some electronic-discharge disease, spilling things and setting
dials a little wrong now and then. And the galley was tossing
up stuff like the Captain’s snakes, now and again. There
was, he realized, quite a list. And all of it was new, all of
it had begun since Angelo himself had come aboard the
Station with the new complement.

Now, that’s silly, he lectured himself. It can’t have any-
thing to do with me. Nobody’s after me. Why should they
be? He ignored the creeping whisper in his mind which
asked why not? and went on. Maybe it’s just being up here
for eight months—unable to get down until somebody de-
velops a rocket that won’t be hit by the damned automatic
—ah, well, what can you doP—anti-missile-missiles. Maybe
the Station is just getting overworked.

And maybe . . . well, Angelo told himself nervously, may-
be anything at all.

There had been strange clankings now and then, here
and there throughout the inner sphere of the Station, where
human beings could live (as against the space between
inner and outer spheres, where only mechanicals, or humans
in protective suits, could survive. With that, Angelo thought
thankfully, he had little or nothing to do). And there had
been those walking boots. Which were—

No, he told himself. The boots were quiet. Resting. Back
in front of the Captain’s door. He considered telling the
Captain about the boots, but got a fairly accurate picture
of what Captain Zugzwang would say if informed that a
pair of boots waited outside the bridge, probably ready to
spring at him bloodthirstily. Captain Zugzwang had an or-
derly mind, and to an orderly mind the idea of bloodthirsty
boots simply did not occur.

At any rate, the boots were quiet—which was something
to be thankful for. Behind him, there was silence.

Ahead of him, on the other hand . ..

Step. Step. Step.

Angelo’s precarious hold on calmness dropped away.
“No!” he shrieked. “You won't get me! I'll put a spell on
youl Stop! You'll never take me alive!”

And a voice said, “Where? What? Help!”

The voice came from the same general place the foot-
steps were coming from, dead zhead. Angelo fumbled for
his flash, remembered (for the fourth time) that hed
dropped it, and stood stock-still. “Is—is that you walking?”
he asked.

“It's me,” the voice said. “I'm—Angelo, what’s wrong?
Who’s chasing you?”
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With an enormous sigh of relief, Angelo said into the dark-
ness, “You are, Juli. I guess I just got carried away.”

The no-nonsense voice of the Station ecologist replied,
“And dont you wish you could be—away, and back to
Terra the old firma. My flash broke down, and there don’t
seem to be any working recharge plates.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Angelo said, still light-headed with re-
lief. “P'm over here, Juli. Come on, and well brave it
together.”

This, he discovered without surprise, was a mistake.

Angelo took Juli’s hand. Finding it was difficult enough
in the darkness, but he managed to grope successfully and
felt his fingers close around something warm, and soft, and
fairly small. For one horrid second he wondered what he
would do if the warm, soft, small thing turned out to be—
well, turned out to be a warm, soft, small Thing. But Juli’s
voice seemed to wipe away all worries, for a second or so.

“Angelo,” she said, “what’s wrong? Has it—has it hap-
pened already? Or—"

Angelo froze. “Has what happened?” he asked. “The Sta-
tion’s gone crazy, but we've known that for days. Weeks.
What's all this?”

Juli appeared to hesitate. At last she murmured, in a
tone quite unlike her usual careless abandon, “Maybe . . .
maybe I shouldn’t tell you.” Angelo snorted with a kind of
hopeless contempt.

“Shouldn’t tell me?” he said. “After what I've been through,
Juli, believe me—nothing whatever is going to come as a
shock. Nothing whatever.”

“But, Angelo—you must mean that it’s begun, and—"

“What’s begun?” Angelo said through his teeth. “Look,
Juli. T've been followed by my own shoes. I've had a com-
municator give me a raspberry. I've faced down a plate of
cooked blue snakes and even managed to escape from Cap-
tiin Zugzwang’s idea of order. If you mean anything like
that—"

“Oh,” Juli sighed with relief. “Just—just those things?”

“Just,” Angelo said bitterly. “Only. If you think those are
small things—"

Juli sounded as if she’d been taken about six inches
aback. “Oh, Angelo, I didn’t mean that. It’s just that—well,
I've been so worried, and I keep thinking we haven’t got
much time before it starts—in fact, it should have started
already, and I simply don’t know—"

The panic in her voice was totally unlike the Juli Angelo
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had grown to know and slightly dislike. “Tell me about jt,”
Angelo said, and tugged at her hand to begin the long walk
back. “For that matter,” he added, “what are you doing up
here near the bridge? I thought—"

But what Angelo thought was destined to be lost to the
world, to Juli R. Dental, and even to Angelo. As Juli followed
his lead - down the corridor, Angelo continued, for about
one second too long, to pull at her hand.

“Huzzah!” Angelo cried as the tangled spin began for
them both. “Long live the revolution!” Juli, more restrained,
and, possibly, less practiced in this acrobatic error, said only:
“Eeel”

They spun slowly, almost grandly, about a common cen-
ter. Juli tried to get her hand free, but Angelo, feeling that
this warmth was his only remaining contact with a real
world, in which people actually walked upright and went
on doing so, gripped her more tightly. They whirled merrily
down the corridor, away from the bridge door, Juli’s shoes
sounding off with an occasional clunk as they came into
contact with wall, ceiling or floor, and Angelo trying des-
perately to keep both himself and this strange girl (after
all, what could she be frightened about?) undamaged by
collision, and pointed more or less in the right direction—
whatever that was, in the darkness. One-twentieth gravity
is not really enough to maintain orientation in the absence
of vision.

“Flash,” Angelo said, remembering too late that Juli’s was
out of operation and his out of sight.

“FI-fl-fl-" Juli began, and went on: “Ooh. Yee. Gah.”
Shoes went clunk, and the fiber glass coating of two metal
fiber suits went wssh as it touched the corridor, or itself.

Angelo said, “Never mind,” wondering if he were right-
side-up or not. In the distance there was a faint glimmer of
light. A room door open? But whose? Angelo wondered.
Where? Why? Until he could figure something out . . .

At that second the corridor lights flashed on, blinding
both parties.

Angelo, his eyes blinking rapidly, said, “Look, if we can
only—" and, wonder of wonders, the gravity changed.

In something like ten seconds the field built up past one-
twentieth, past one-tenth, one-half, three-quarters . . . past
the normal one gravity, and right on up to double. It was
something of a miracle, Angelo thought, that no bones were
broken—that is, if you cared for miracles. He was slammed
against the floor, facing up at the lights, trying very hard
not to pass out. Somewhere near him Juli had gone whoosh,
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clunk and_grr as she, too, came plunking down on metal.
Maybe, he told himself hopefully, she was unconscious. He
had to stay alert, to help her, to move them both to some
safe place, but it would be nicer for Juli if she didn’t know
what was happening. Under two gravities, Angelo’s small
frame felt as if it were being soaked slowly into the metal
floor. Juli, whose frame was a good deal ampler, would be
in even worse shape. If she were—Angelp blinked again,
began to be able to see, and called, “Julil”

Her reply was a faint, determined gasp. “Don’t try any-
thing,” she said. “Not—not anything.”

It seemed a very strange time for an argument. “But,
Juli,” Angelo gasped. “I've got to get you—to get us—
somewhere—"

“No,” Juli said. Angelo managed to wriggle toward a wall
and then, using the metal as a support, to pull himself into
a highly uncomfortable half-sitting position. Juli lay staring
at the lights, breathing in large, startling gasps, about five
feet away. She looked . . . she looked . ..

Angelo stared. Even under two gravities, even on an
Orbital Station gone mad, Juli looked, suddenly, very female
indeed. He wondered why he hadn’t noticed it before.

Then he remembered.

“Eight months,” he croaked. Juli spoke without raising
her head; as it was, Angelo thought with admiration, she
had quite enough to raise.

“Then you do know,” she said.

“I've just figured it out,” he said. “The suppressants were
stockp"iled for double the usual duty time, six months. And
now—

“Now,” Juli said, continuing to fascinate Angelo, “now,
there aren’t any more suppressants. We're—were resexed,
Angelo. And I want you to know this: don’t try anything.
Not anything. At all.” It was an exceptionally long speech,
for the situation. Angelo watched the girl, admiring the
way she breathed.

“Who?” Angelo said. “Me?”

“Anybody,” Juli whispered. “The sex-suppressants were
exhausted two months ago. I've been waiting, and waiting,.
. . .7 She sounded, Angelo told himself with disbelief, almost
wistful.

“Eight months,” he said, very carefully, “is a long time.”
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v

EIGHTY YEARS had been a lot longer.

Eighty years before, the world had been, Angelo sometimes
thought, nice and simple. In those days there had been
nothing to worry about except nuclear weapons, a small
war or two, and the rising specter of a Third World War,
big enough and shattering enough to destroy civilized life
on Earth, and maybe all life, altogether.

Nice. Simple. Almost, in fact, neat.

Then, very suddenly, people started to die.

It was possible that somewhere, somehow, some deter-
mined band of men knew from the very start what had
begun to happen, and simply kept quiet about it. It was
even possible that the whole affair had been the result of
a single, horrible laboratory accident—or that it had been
the entirely unplanned and unseen mutation of a virus.

Anything, in fact, was possible, and probably always
would be, Angelo told himself. But the end, no matter who
or what had been around for the beginning, would always
be just the same.

The end was death. Not for the. first time (physicians,
bacteriologists, research teams talked learnedly about sickle-
cell anemia), but for the fastest, the most massive, and the
most shattering time, the end was death not for all men,
but for men of a particular kind.

Asians died. Despite the fantastic growth of WHO, of
public health services, of a thousand and more hurriedly
formed groups to isolate the cause, to isolate one Asian
man, one Asian city, from all others—despite every think-
able effort, Asians died. The process took very nearly three
years, and by the end of that time the dead numbered
between seventy and eighty percent of the Asian population.
Chinese, Indo-Chinese, Japanese, Malayans . . . half the
world’s population sank into darkness, and did not rise again.
Nor were others immune; distance, citizenship meant less
than nothing. Frenchmen, Americans, Russians (oh, a sweep-
ing range of Russians, from Lvov to Petropavlovsk, from
Nordvik to Samarkand, Mdtushka Sviatdya Rus, Holy Moth-
er Russia, mourned for her children, her full-blood, half-
blood, quarter-blood Asian children)—all, all were intro-
duced into the same earth, into the same end. Why, all were
dead, and where’s the purpose of so great a sorrow? For,
in the end, the cause was discovered (though not the cure
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—never, as yet, the cure), and from this discovery sprang,
in fair exchange for all so many souls, a scattering of re-
search papers two miles wide, and a half a mile thick—a
scattering that would have hidden the earth beneath itself, if
it had been let to do so, and so much of the world’s begin-
ning: Asia, cut down, destroyed, made black and shrunken:
Asia, forgotten.

And yet, not quite. For the dead, in parting, gave to all
their waiting remains a gift: the gift of land, of room, of
food. The groups of lowest resistance (as referred to in more
than half the research papers, as casually ticketed and
tossed away as if they had forever been the numbers to
which research had now reduced them) died first: the old,
the very old, and, too, the very young. And then the others,
dropping away from the race, leaving behind them land
for the taking, room for the eyes and the legs, and all the
million on million of rice-bowls, filled now against nobody’s
coming, five times filled—and waiting. As once the Chinese
made their gifts of food to all the spirits of the distant dead,
so now the dead, in China and in all the Asian world, re-
turned the gift. And China starved no more. And India was
nourished, and the rest.

Twenty to thirty percent remained, scattered over a
total land mass so large that all communication stopped.
If WHO had been left, if the various organizations formed
and sent had been left, they and their tools would have
kept alive a spark. But no Asian country was prepared to
allow non-Asian nationals to remain, under any circumstan-
ces which also allowed them to remain alive. A good many
helpful workers were killed during the three years of the
plague; more were warned off, forbidden entry, or other-
wise kept from setting foot on the graves of Asia. .

For the Asians knew—with that sort of knowledge which
does not wait on facts—that the non-Asians were respon-
sible for what had happened. As far as the remaining Asians
were concerned, the disease had been, in all truth and in
all remembrance, the Third World War, the war everyone
expected, and no one, apparently, had been willing to fight.

The hatred which sprang from this belief, from this
knowledge, prevented the continuance of communications,
that link which preserved, virtually alone, what had been
(and, in non-Asian countries, still was) modern civilization.
But the same hatred forced a growth of technology, a sort
of collective bootstrap-pull back, at a speed never before
known. The first generation after the “war,” if it had been
a war at all, saw a death rate of one in five—a death rate
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which remained constant for the next seventy-seven years.
It also saw the beginnings of a leap forward into the modern
age. The room, the food, were present; the motive, in the
memories of those who had lived through the ravages of the
disease, and in the sight of all Asians who saw their children
die, one out of every five, was present to an even greater
degree.

And the Asians worked. The second generation saw the
development of missiles, and, previous to that, the reestab-
lishment of communications throughout their world. (They
did not communicate with non-Asians, not at first: their
missiles were, they imagined, to do their communicating for
them.) Near the end of this second generation, the useless-
ness of the missiles became obvious.

For two Orbital Stations waited above—Stations. set there
before the “war,” Stations supplied with two hundred 100
megaton cobalt-cased bombs each. This was a known fact;
it admitted of no argument, and of no reply.

At the third generation, communication was established
with a mistrusting group of Negroes: the fierce nationalists
first, all over the world, and, later, the others. The non-Asian
world had very nearly destroyed Asia; it was clear that
Africa, and Africans throughout the world, would be next.
In fact, the procedure would be even simpler: once again,
the concept of sickle-cell anemia, that disease specific to
Negro ancestry, became a common one. The Asians had
suffered under Compound Delta, as it had finally been
called—not a virus but a set of mutually interacting viruses,
able to grow and survive only in a medium which included
the very specific molecular structures peculiar to the Asian
heritance. The Negroes might suffer, the Asians said, darkly,
under anything at all.

How much belief actually resulted from this move was a
matter difficult, perhaps impossible, to assess. But the con-
nection did not make that segment of the world’s population
which was neither Asian nor Negro anything but nervous.

. . . Particularly since Orbital Station Two was manned
entirely by an African contingent, under an agreement
made by the still-alive, and even sometimes active, United
Nations (divested of half its members, and a good deal more
than half its influence, but by no means dead yet).

This, in itself, did not outweigh the force of the first Orbital
Station, with its complement of destruction (even though
the second Station maintained an equal complement—and
was probably, Angelo thought miserably, in better working
order as well). What did make difficulties was the (third
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generation) discovery of a really dependable anti-missile-
missile.

Nothing could move horizontally through the Earth’s at-
mosphere without calling forth immediate retaliation and
immediate destruction of the moving object. Nothing. Rock-
etry became very nearly a dead issue. Of course, no anti-
missile-missile system (and Angelo prayed hopelessly for
better terminology, some day, when matters were just a little
more peaceful) could hit an object coming straight down:
the Stations maintained their force, and personnel could be
shipped back to Earth.

Unfortunately, no personnel whatever could be shipped
back up to the Station.

Nor could supplies.

Nor could anything else.

And so, as a result of eighty years of destruction and
growth, there were now eight months of stasis for the crew
of Orbital Station One (and for Two as well, Angelo im-
agined; he wondered idly how they were making out—but
communication had apparently ceased over there). There
seemed no answer to the situation. For all Angelo could think,
he and his fellow crew members were going to be up there,
circling the Earth dizzily and slowly, until all of them had
long, white beards. Unless the order came through to fire
the armaments—at Tokyo, Peking, Saigon, and all the rest
of the Asian world. That, Angelo knew, would get him down
to Earth again.

It seemed. rather a drastic solution.

And, besides, he reminded himself, all the Station person-
nel wouldn’t have long, white beards. There was always Juli.

Indeed, he told himself, coming out of the fog of reverie,
indeed there was, And she lay within a very few feet of
him. And the suppressants had been exhausted. And—

No, he told himself firmly.

Anyhow, not under two gravities.

\'

NOT, it appeared, under any gravities—nor under none.
Because, about thirty seconds later, the gravity snapped
back to—well, perhaps a little more than one-tenth. But
the lights, Angelo thanked his private gods, stayed on.
Maybe it was a little less than one-tenth. Anyhow, it was
something manageable.

And Angelo found out that he could move. Unfortunately,
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Juli found out that she could move as well. Before Angelo
had pried himself off the wall, Juli was on her feet, in a
pose Angelo labeled for himself as the Frightened Gazelle,
staring at him.

“Nothing,” she said. “Don’t try a thing. Not anything.”

Angelo had the notion that he had heard those words
before. Politely, he didn’t mention the fact. Instead, he of-
fered, “I'm just trying to help you back to—back to your
quarters.” And hoped it sounded convincing.

Somehow, he doubted that it did. Juli looked at him
with an expression that was even more Frightened Gazelle
than before. “I'm perfectly capable of making the trip by
myself, thank you,” she said crisply. “After all, Angelo—"

Somewhere in the back of his mind Angelo had been
wondering, in a shrinking sort of way, What next? At that
second, he found out.

Gravity remained constant at whatever inadequate strength
it had reached. The lights in the corridor did not go
off. Angelo’s shoes seemed to have taken up permanent
quarters away back near the bridge, where, God knew, he
was perfectly willing to leave them. But there were a great
many other things that could go wrong.

Magnetism, for instance.

For no apparent reason—whim, maybe, he thought—
the corridor walls became suddenly and violently magnetic.
With no pause whatever, Angelo found himself plastered
against a wall, held there by the attraction of the wall for
his metal fiber, fiber glass-coated suit. Juli, who was (to
Angelo’s great misfortune) nearer the opposite wall, went
spung and stuck there, spread-eagled and facing him. She
looked, he thought, absolutely beautiful; she was absolutely
unreachable. Until the magnetism wore off . . .

“Angelo,” she gasped, “what’s—"

“Happened? We've been attracted.”

She gasped again. “You mean, the suppressants—"

The woman had, clearly, exactly one thought on her mind
—a fine situation for an ecologist responsible for life support
aboard the station. On second thought, Angelo told himself,
perhaps it wasn’t a bad form of single-mindedness after
all, it life support was what you were after. In order to
continue the support of life, one had to—

He dropped the subject as if it had been a hot isotope.
“No,” he told Juli sadly. “I mean magnetism. The walls have
decided to become magnetic. The metal in our suits . . .”

“Oh,” she said. There was a brief silence. Both of them
tried to move. Juli, Angelo thought, went through some
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fascinating wriggles and heavings, but to no special effect
except on his imagination. “Then if we took off our uni-
forms . . .” Juli said hesitantly. :

Now there, Angelo told himself, was an idea in a million.
An idea, in fact, in several million. “Then we wouldn’t be
stuck to the walls,” he said. “We could go on back to our
own quarters—to your own quarters. . ..”

“But—" She hesitated some more. “Angelo, do you think
it’s right? I mean—"

The answer was immediate. “There are times,” Angelo
said, feeling for about ninety seconds like an Authority on
something or other, “when the principles of ethics have to
give way to the immediate demands of a practical situation.”
Briefly, he wondered if that meant anything. It certainly
didn’t sound as if it did, but one could never tell, and Juli
seemed to be convinced that it was a statement worthy
of enshrinement among the National Archives, or possibly
in Playboy, along with ministers, disturbers of the peace,
and other national figures. And who, Angelo asked himself,
was Angelo DiStefano, of Buffalo, New York, to argue?

“Well,” Juli said slowly, “if you really think so. . ..”

Angelo put on his very best Sympathetic, Knowing voice.
“Juli,” he began, “I think that—"

And once again his thought was interrupted.

The walls (involved, clearly, in their own games) re-
versed polarity. Angelo found himself flying toward the
opposite wall, where Juli had been spread-eagled.

Juli, unfortunately, passed him in mid-flight. They spun
once round a common center and stuck to opposite walls
again.

“This,” Angelo said bitterly, “is ridiculous.” Clearly, the
Station was out to get him. There was, there could be, no
other explanation.

The Station . . . or something on it.

And, once again, the walls reversed polarity. “Watch
out!” Angelo said senselessly, and then nearly became sense-
less for real as the new impact hit him. As his eyes began
to focus, he noticed that some odd convection current had
reversed Juli in mid-flight. She was now hanging to the wall
with her back to him, suspended from her most prominent
features. Which, Angelo considered, must be reasonably un-
comfortable, taking it all in all, and didn’t he wish he could.

However.

The polarity reversed twice more, and then the walls got
tired of the game znd let them go. They fell simultaneously
toward the center, and Angelo grabbed at Juli—purely, he
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tried to convince himself, to prevent her from falling. He
managed that much. Then there was a wriggling moment
of balance-keeping, and Juli was gone down the corridor.

It wasn’t until some time later, alone and sad in his own
quarters, that Angelo noticed Juli's thanks for his last-min-
ute rescue: lipstick on his cheek. But .

But Juli hadn’t been wearing hpstlck She never did.

She must have made some, or procured some, on the
Station.

Which led, when Angelo came to think of it, to a variety
of interesting, and even promising, conclusions.

Perhaps, after all, there was to be some sort of counter-
balance to all his bad luck, or whatever it was.

Perhaps there was (in the words of the once-powerful,
the regretted, the unable-to-be-forgotten American Negro)
a Good Time Coming,.

Hope began to spring, if not eternal, at least for the mo-
ment, in Angelo’s unspectacular (not like Juli’s, by no means
like Juli’s) breast.

The feeling was pleasant, and extremely unusual. Angelo
almost forgot about the Things that were, obviously, some-
where on the Station.

Almost. But not quite.

VI

WORK had to be done. Duty called. Duty, in fact, not only
called but practically nagged, shouted, whined and other-
wise made itself a nuisance. TIC, Target Identification Cen-
ter, called and Angelo, like Chloe, had, eventually, to an-
swer the summons. TIC was waiting. Angelo assured himself
and, silently, TIC as well (not to mention Captain Zugzwang
and the many, many officers and evaluation teams, per-
sonnel and psychological groups), that he was ready to
soothe TIC. That his post was his own fifth choice out of
the five on his own selection form didn’t seem to matter any
longer: the Needs of the Service controlled him.

And Angelo was ready to obey. Onward, then (he
prodded himself, with a growing satisfaction in his own
sense of duty), to the place where duty called.

Whether it made sense or not.

TIC room, he sang silently, here I come.

And, still barefoot, he began to pad out of his room and
down a branching corridor. It reminded him, in a way, of
the confusmns of the New York City subway system, whose
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constant description was given -as SFUBAR: Situation
Fouled Up Beyond All Recognition.

He considered, as he padded along, rechristening the sta-
tion with the same name. It seemed, more and more, to fit.

However, was this his concem? No. His concern was
Duty, stern daughter (and where had he come across that
polemical description?) of the Voice of God. The stern
daughter was occupied with TIC, and not with the New
York City subway system.

The TIC room, when he finally reached it—without, for
a wonder, any more serious mishap than a metal splinter,
for which he could not account, in his left foot—required
a personal coding system for opening, and a lockup arrange-
ment after that. With accustomed boredom, Angelo went
through the procedure, and watched the door slowly, slowly
dilate.

It didn’t dilate quite all the way, but he managed to
pop himself through as if he were something wriggling
through a tunnel or out of a womb. Then, once inside, he
watched the door shut, and tummed to get a sense of home-
coming from the battery of instruments, dials and other im-
pedimenta.

The vital matter at the moment was the target scope.
Angelo slapped the personal ID panel, went to the scope
and turned it on. A comparatively simple revision of normal
radar (his instructors had told him) enabled him to trace
the movements of large forces anywhere in the world; and a
telltale circuit cut out anything that hadn’t moved since the
previous check. (If, Angelo brooded, it was working all right.
But he supposed it was: after all, nobody, and no Thing,
could get into the TIC room without Angelo’s personal ID.)
The machines hummed a little in a careless, cheerful sort
of way, and then a slip of paper popped out of a nearby
slot, as if the machines were sticking out at him their col-
lective tongue. Ignoring this peculiarly horrid image, Angelo
reached out and ripped off the paper.

There had been a sizable shift in the Asian Second Land
Army.

This, Angelo knew, was not unexpected. With a solar
eclipse due in five days, it was fairly clear that the Asians,
if they were going to launch an attack at all, would launch
it then. But the shift was a little ahead of estimated shedule.
Perhaps the Asians were going to make their move before
the eclipse.

And was there any way to tell? Not from the height of
an Orbital Station, with communications not really working,

29



Angelo sighed. He told himself to keep a very close watch
on the Asian movements—no more of this three-a-day jazz
—and moved over to the showup panel which, on one more
presentation of his personal ID, gave him the gift of a read-
out on current target aiming for the missiles. The missiles
couldn’t be fired without a special entry code into the system
from Earth, and without a final okay from Earth—both of
which changed irregularly—but Angelo had to know when
to ask for the code-and-okay. Responsibility, that was called,
the stern aunt of the Voice of God, as far as Angelo could
see,

The shift in position of a land army mass required a
reset of the target data. Angelo took a rapid look at the cur-
rent setup.

Then he took a longer look.

Targets: Japan, Chma Paris, London, Washington, Lima,
Vienna, Berlin .

The entire Earth

Angelo slapped panel after panel. Nothing did any good.
The targets remained, impossibly, exactly the same.

Obviously, the missile instructions were set up to elimin-
ate, not the Asians, but the Earth. The entire Earth.

Angelo stared. Clearly, he thought with horror, there was
a traitor aboard the station—a traitor to the entire Earth.

Maybe, he added, remembering the shoes, the traitor was
from another planet.

Maybe there was an invisible alien on board.

Or a badly sewn monster.

Or...

Angelo went on staring at the unchangeable target show-
ups, and wondering what to do next.
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PART TWO

VII

NO matter how long he stared at them, the target scopes
didn’t change. They still showed the same reasonably total
selection of targets: Rome, Washington, Milan, Paris, Leo-
poldville, Leningrad, London, Kyoto . . . Two hundred 100
megaton boms were waiting, with the entire Earth spread
out invitingly below, for the enabling signal to come in from
UN Technical HQ in Brasilia. Angelo felt a small mist of
sweat cover his face and he sent up a tiny, silent prayer of
thanks that, even if some UN idiot did decide, what with
the movements of the Asian Second Land Army and the
coming eclipse, to send up the coded and randomly changed
enabling signal, the stuff wouldnt go off. After all, the mis-
siles had to be separately aimed; they had to be coded to
accept the targets on the scopes. And then they had to be
primed, the circuits allowing the UN signal to get through
had to be activated.

That, at least, Angelo told himself with a small sigh of
relief, hadn’t been done. At any rate, he hadn’t done it.

But, then, he hadnt given the new target instructions
either.

He stared blindly at the scopes, and then whirled to
check the fire-control panel.

The panel lit when he slapped it. There was no need for
Angelo to ask any questions, or to do any more immediate
investigating. The facts were there, staring him in the face.

The circuits had been activated. The missiles were primed
and aimed. True, they were still locked on safety position,
but there was very little that Angelo, or anybody else, could
do about that. They’d remain locked until the UN signal came
through, coded, fed directly into the fire-control circuit of
each individual missile. Any attempt to bypass the enabling
signal, or to get through to the circuits which controlled it
and which kept the safety lock on, would result in immedi-
ate destruction—but not of the Earth below.
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Instead, the warheads of every missile would go off, all
at once, right there in the Station. It might, Angelo thought,
be uncomfortably warm aboard Orbital Station One if it
ever happened.

And . . . he realized that he had no way whatever of
telling whether or not it was going to. After all, he hadn’t
activated the primary circuits for the missiles; he hadn’t
changed the selection of targets. (There was even one missile
aimed, according to the scopes, dead-on for Brasilia—which
meant that if someone at the UN pushed the enabling
button over there, it would be just about the last act of
which he, or anyone else in the world’s newest and strangest
capital city, would be capable.) He, Angelo DiStefano, had
done none of this.

Therefore, by a simple deduction, somebody else had.

Somebody . . . or something. Angelo remembered the
shoes. What had been using the shoes? And who was there
who wanted, not some portion of the Earth, but the entire
Earth itself, destroyed?

Aliens were, as he knew to his entire boredom, part of
the staple fare of 3D thrillers back home. It was true that
nobody—anyhow, nobody trustworthy—had ever met one,
and the last of the saucer flurries seemed to have died out
about the time Compound Delta had come along to kill off
half the human race. So, since there weren’t even saucers
to provide runabouts for these imaginary aliens, it was
obviously . . .

Angelo, to his own discomfort and as an extra added
value in his Intelligence work, had a fine, bouncing, active
imagination. That imagination was now presenting him with
a series of selected propositions. The propositions went
across his head, just behind the eyes, from left to right, and
they were written in letters of brilliant yellow flame. He
stared at them as they traveled.

Proposition One: Nobody is ever crazy enough to get
mad at the entire Earth. (This was a shaky proposition,
but so were all of them; for the moment, at any rate, it
looked just as horribly plausible as anything Angelo could
think of.) : ‘

Proposition Two: Shoes don’t walk by themselves. What
was more, the Station’s troubles seemed, in general, quite a
bit above average.

Proposition Three: The last of the saucer crazes had oc-
curred just about the time Compound Delta began its work.

Proposition Four: The Station’s missiles were now aim-
ing at the entire Earth.
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Stir, Angelo told himself, do not shake. And when you have
all four propositions nicely blended, what do you serve up
in that handy little bow] known as the skull?

You serve up the clear and simple deduction that an alien
race, who once flew around in saucers but who now had
more sophisticated—in fact, entirely invisible—forms of
transport, had tried once to destroy the human race, and had
only managed half the job. The aliens, clearly, were now
back, and they were going to finish the thing using the
equipment of Orbital Station One.

All clear, all perfectly sensible. And for one long minute
Angelo believed it as thoroughly as he had ever believed
anything.

Then it began to dissolve. Perhaps, after all, there were
other explanations. He started to wonder about those in-
visible alien ships which somehow were not detected by the
anti-missile-missiles as they traveled back and forth. He
started to wonder even more about the intelligence level of
an invisible alien who borrowed people’s shoes to walk in,
and who set up the target scopes far in advance, so that
Angelo would be sure to see them.

No, given everything, the—the causitive factor, Angelo
told himself, was a lot more likely to be human.

Which meant, unless Angelo was really living in a 3D
thriller and nothing was obliged to make sense any more,
that the person responsible was one of exactly seven. Sub-
tracting Angelo himself, which Angelo modestly felt he had
a right to do, gave him a total of six.

Stowaways discounted, then—because how anything much
larger than a filterable virus could stow away on a
Station for as long as ten hours, let alone eight months,
Angelo could not imagine—there was a spy on board, and
that spy was -one of the people Angelo had been living
with for eight solid months.

Juli? Dr. Emmis? Captain Zugzwang? Shaw? Korkiano-
vich? Woorden, the navigator?

Impossible. Every last one of them, impossible.

Which left . ..

Nothing. Nothing. Nothing at all.

All right, Angelo told himself angrily. Let somebody else
figure it out. I'm in no position to get any ideas. I'm all
played out. He went back to the fire-control panel and very
carefully pressured out and removed a small interior circuit,
keyed to his prints alone. With the circuit gone, the fire-
conirol panel was useless no matter what happened, and no
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matter what orders were given to the missiles. The orders
simply wouldn’t get through.

Angelo stuck the circuit into a tight-close pocket of his
uniform, and left the TIC room. He had one job left to do;
after that, he told himself, the whole situation could bloody
well leave him alone.

He'd had, in fact, enough.

VIII

THE Communications Center was out near the edge of the
inner sphere, and required a trip through several branching
corridors which, Angelo was sure, he couldn’t manage at
all with the lights out. Under the minimal gravity, any
talent he’d ever had for orientation was getting lost with
great rapidity, and if he couldn’t even tell whether or not he
was right-side-up, the business of negotiating turns and pick-
ing correct branchings through pitch-dark corridors didn't
sound anything like reasonable.

However, the corridors were still lit as he’ started out.
Hoping that they would stay lit, that the gravity would re-
frain from throwing any more fits, Angelo went along near
the right-hand wall, skimming a little and telling himself,
without much irony, that he really preferred going barefoot,
being able to float from place to place with the wall as a
guideline. His magnetic shoes, he decided, could stay exactly
where they were.

He was in a cheerful mood—cheerful enough to hum.
Singing and whistling were under a general station ban be-
cause of the echoes set up by the metallic construction,
but humming was allowed, and Angelo began to pick his
way, harmlessly off-key, through the score. of Somebody
Jones, a musical which, if it was still running, was setting
worldwide records for longevity.

He had hummed his way through the title song and two
other numbers, and he’d made about half the distance to
the Comm Center, when he saw two men turn a corner and
head down the corridor toward him. Both of them were
walking without difficulty, which was, in one case, a dis-
tinct surprise.

No one would ever be surprised that Dr. Victor Emmis
was walking steadily—nor, indeed, that he was doing any-
thing else in the same fashion. His stern, jowly face was
held rigid above an unbending body, and, in the Station suit,
he looked like an advertisement poster; Angelo, next to him,
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had always felt like the Before half, the ninety-eight pound
weakling. As they passed, Dr. Emmis (to Angelo’s knowl-
edge, nobody on the station called him Victor, let alone
the unthinkable Vic) nodded in a distant, friendly fashion.
“On the way to the bridge,” he said. “You wouldn’t have
any notion what about, would you, DiStefano?” The tone
was no more than mildly curious; whatever it was about,
Emmis’ voice said, he’d find out soon enough, and whatever
it turned out to be he’d be perfectly capable of taking care
of it.

“Nope,” Angelo said, thinking of the plate of snakes. . . .
After all, he didn’t know for certain that snakes were the
agenda for Dr. Emmis, and anyhow, it was probably better
to let him find out for himself.

Perhaps, even, Xorky had told him. For, walking with a
steadiness that was, in Angelo’s experience, almost unique,
the mournful, dark-eyed cook and general-repairs officer ac-
companied the dapper doctor. Korkianovich was, as far as
Angelo could tell, stone cold sober. A Station first, he told
himself, and greeted the mownful man with a bright and
cheery smile. :

“Too much going wrong,” Korky said darkly. “Station falls
to bits—why ask me to fix? Running out of parts, running
out of everything.” He flung his arms up, displaying the
hairy backs of his hands, and went on past Angelo, walking
about one good step behind Dr. Emmis and looking, Angelo
thought, as if Dr. Emmis were the prison chaplain and
Korky were the innocently-convicted murderer in an an-
cient 2D thriller, walking the last mile.

And walking it, in the name of God, cold sober! Angelo
shook his head in amazement, and went on.

The Comm Center door was slightly open, which wasn’t
really unusual. Chris Shaw kept saying that he wanted a
little fresh air, and the joke, which hadn’t been highly
appreciated the first time he’d used it, had become staler
and staler with the succeeding months. It was, in a way, a
tribute to Shaw that no one ever tried to stop him from
talking: everyone, Angelo thought, apparently felt just the
way he did himself—that if Shaw got so much pleasure out
of an old gag, itd be a shame to take it away from him.

With a slap at a side panel, Angelo dilated the door the
rest of the way open and went through. The room stared
at him, and went on staring.

Angelo had never really been comfortable in the Comm
Center. The many little screens dangling out into mid-air at
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the ends of their little cables looked like a flock of small,
curious dinosaurs, and the various oscilloscope panels, yes-
no danger lighting, and override switches helped to clutter
the place with flickering lights, staring video eyes, and,
hanging above the override switch panel, one magnificent
sign, placed there long before the beginning of Angelo’s
tenure, perhaps before Compound Delta itself, when the
station had first gone up.” The sign, by order of some paper-
pushing joker who (Angelo imagined) could never leave
solid ground without paying an extra weight assessment for
the lead between his ears, read:

DANGER: HIGH VOLTAGE

Angelo was reasonably sure that not only Chris Shaw,
but everyone on the station, knew that the enormous over-
ride switches in Comm Center were not registered in milli-
volts. But, then, the sign didn’t do any harmm, and Chris
didn’t seem to mind it. Chris Shaw, in fact, didn’t seem to
mind anything—except whatever he was supposed to be
doing at the moment.

And what he was supposed to be doing . . .

Chris wasn’t seated behind the desk. He wasn’t standing
near the walls. He wasn’t readjusting the angle of one of
his tiny dinosaurs. In fact, at first long glance, he wasn’t
anywhere at all.

Which was impossible. Just as Captain Zugzwang never
left the bridge, ate and slept there and, for all practical
purposes, had no idea that the rest of the Station existed,
so Chris, jealous of his many, many little pieces of machin-
ery, never left Comm Center. Angelo wondered whether
Chris would become homesick for the place once he was
back on Earth—if they ever got there. It was, he realized
with sad familiarity, perfectly possible.

On the other hand, Comm Center certainly seemed to be
deserted. Angelo looked from one side of the room to the
other, and then up at the ceiling, and then down at the . . .

At the two tiny legs which stuck out from under the desk.
The legs were very still. Angelo couldn’t hear anybody
breathing, not over the clucking, guzzling and occasional
whining of the equipment. And if there was a spy on the
station, trying to cancel out the Earth, one of the very first
things he might do would be cancel out the Communications
officer, It was obvious, Angelo told himself; and with great
timidity, and an absolute certainty that he would not get an
answer, he called out: “Chris? Chrisp”
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From a hole in the very center of the desk, a small head
popped up as the legs retreated. The head, complete with
tiny beard, looked entirely isolated from anything else—
a head sitting on the giant platter of the wide dullfinish
desk. Angelo blinked and began to feel like Salome, receiv-
ing the wrong head for a birthday present, or whatever
it had been. This head wore trailing earphones and a pair
of pince-nez, which sat oddly on the small round ball, and
Angelo was reasonably certain that John the Baptist had not
worn pince-nez or earphones. On the other hand . . .

This speculation began to carry him to dizzying extremes,
and he was grateful when the head opened its small mouth
and said, in the sweet, high-pitched voice that masked Chris
Shaw’s absolute indifference to anything that didn’t come
with a circuit diagram: “What is it now, Angelo?”

“I thought you were—" Angelo stopped. His own bizarre
fantasies did not need to be inflicted on a waiting world,
he told himself sternly. And Chris was very clearly neither
dead nor John the Baptist.

“I was trying to find a resistor,” Chris said. “The thing
must’'ve rolled under here, dropped out of my hand while I
was putting in some replacements—about the last ones we
have, and this is no time to lose cne. Look, Angelo, can you
go under and check the far corner of the desk for meP
There’s a shadow spot there, no light at all, and you have
to be right up against it to see anything. Sure as you're
born, that’s where the thing went, where I can’t see it.” His
voice was full of puzzled affection, as if he couldn’t under-
stand why this lovely little resistor was hiding itself from
him, from Chris Shaw, who only wanted to take care of it
As Angelo knew, the image was exact and accurate.

He looked at the desk, which did not offer much crawl
space—not for anybody over Chris Shaw’s three and a half
feet, with girth to match. ™I don’t think I can make it,” he
said. “But if you use a flash—"

“Ha,” Chris said. “You know what, Angelo? I'm stupid.
Just plain stupid.” He popped out of the desk-hole as if he
were getting born all over again, complete with the Station
suit on, not to mention beard, pince-nez and earphones, and
scrabbled around on the desktop litter, finding a flash at last
and disappearing. Angelo waited patiently while Chris went
seeking his love, and listened to the gasps and all the rest.
At last, triumphant, the midget popped up again and: swung
himself through the hole to sit cross-legged on the desktop
surrounded by litter. “Found it,” he said happily. “Just where
I thought it would be.” He opened one hand and displayed
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a small, sparkling something-or-other. Angelo supposed it
was a resistor. Chris Shaw dropped the flash casually, put
the resistor down with great and affectionate care, and
asked, “Angelo, what did you come in here for?”

“I need a communication channel with UN HQ,” Angelo
said, and nothing more. If there was a spy on the Station,
"it might be anyone—and who better, when he came to
think of it, than Chris Shaw, who didn’t really care for
human beings? As long as Chris was surrounded by his
gadgets and his dinosaurs, the rest of the human race could
go to Baffinland in a wheelbarrow. Angelo knew, to some
extent, how Chris felt: after all, Chris was the only per-
son on board shorter than Angelo was. And no matter how
successful you were, being a midget was something you
just didn’t get over.

Nevertheless, Chris was about as likely a candidate for
the spy, or saboteur, as anybody else (which told Angelo
once again how absolutely ridiculous the whole notion of a
saboteur was; he only wished he could convince the target
scopes of that). “I can’t give you a channel,” the saboteur
said, and Angelo blinked and readjusted his mind again.

“You've got to,” he said. “This is Priority One.” And that,
he told himself firmly, was all the information he was going
to give out. There was one obvious step to be taken, and he
was going to take it—but there was no reason to spread
the news anywhere outside the skull of Angelo DiStefano,
Intelligence officer.

“Priority One, Angelo,” Chris said, beginning to get an-
gry. It didn’t show in his voice—it never did—but his
translucent, perfect skin began to flush a dull dark red. “You
can’l’t, have it. Let me explain a few simple little things to
you.

“I dor’t want any explanations,” Angelo said. “I want a—"

“You want something you can’t have,” Chris said pro-
tectively. “Look, Angelo, there’s interference on every pos-
sible channel, and there’s going to be for a while yet. There’s
that eclipse coming”—he didn’t sound or look irritated about
the eclipse: that, too, he probably imagined, was subject
to explicable, beautifully balanced natural laws, not like
messy and unpredictable human beings—“and the sunspot
activity has fouled up everything. The power I'd need
to establish a channel with UN HQ would bum out a
piece of my board, and I cant have that. I simply can’t
have it.”

Angelo sighed. The world was against him; there was a
saboteur on the station, and now he had to argue with his
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own Communications officer. “I'm afraid youre going to
have to put up with it,” he said, and then, just a little more
softly, added, “and, by the way, I want a visual circuit.”

“A visual circuit?” Chris asked in complete disbelief.
“When I can’t even get a voice circuit without blowing
out part of the board? Angelo, you're crazy. You've gone
mad. I can’t do any such thing—"

“But you can,” Angelo said, “and you're going to.”

Chris wrung his hands, a motion Angelo couldn’t remem-
ber ever having seen before. It reminded him, in a dim,
unpleasant way, of Captain Zugzwang’s particolored snakes.
“Angelo—Angelo, listen to me,” Chris said. “We only have
so many replacements—resistors, capacitators—it’s easy to
run vacuum circuits up here because vcauum is what we
have most of in the outer shell, but the solar emissions,
the cosmics, everything out here breaks down half our
equipment day after day. Angelo, we need replacements all
the time—you know that—and we’re running out. We've
been up here a long time, Angelo, and we’re running out.”

The tragic tones of Chris’s voice seemed to fill the room,
and Angelo steeled himself. “This is Priority One,” he said
flatly. “I've got to have that circuit, and I've got to have
it visual. No matter what.”

“But . . .” Chris, in agony, hesitated for a second. “But
Angelo, if enough stuff goes—and it'’s possible, believe me,
it's very possible—we won’t have communications left at
all. We'll be up here without any line back. You can’t ask
for something like that!”

“I'm asking for it,” Angelo said.

There was a little silence.

“I'll check with the Captain,” Chris said in a tone that
still retained a little hope. He picked up the resistor, appar-
ently without noticing that he was doing so, and warmed
it in his hands. “If the Captain okays it—"

“Captain Zugzwang,” Angelo said, perfectly evenly, “has
nothing to do with this. The decision is mine, as Intelligence
officer, and I've made it. I'm not making a request, Chris;
T'm giving an order.”

This time the silence was quite a lot longer. Chris, very
slowly, opened his hands and let the resistor roll gently to
the desktop. He stared down at it as if it were the dead body
of his very best friend.

“I'll see what I can do,” he said dully. “Come back in
half an hour.” ‘

“Right,” Angelo said, and added, compulsively, “Chris—
T'm sorry.”
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Chris Shaw shook his little round head, staring down
at the resistor. “I know,” he said. “I know. I guess—I guess
it just has to be that way.”

Silently, respectfully, Angelo left him. Neither gravity
nor lights had changed. He had a long walk back to TIC,
but with any luck at all, he told himself, he'd make it be-
fore something else went wrong.

He didn’t believe that for a second. So many things had
gone wrong already . . . and now he’d had to force Chris
Shaw to commit what Chris undoubtedly thought of as mur-
der. In a good cause, but that wouldn’t matter to Chris, even
if Angelo had felt able to tell him. He thought back, and
realized that Chris hadn’t been quite so protective about
his equipment during the first part of their Station tour;
then, with understanding and acceptance, he realized why:
the sex-suppressants had given out. For everyone else on the
station, Juli might be the target (except for Juli, of course);
for Chris . . . well ...

Angelo thought of the defenseless little resistor and sighed
heavily. There were always innocent casualties. . . .

IX

NATURALLY enough, halfway back Angelo met the same
people he’d met halfway there. He’d passed two mechanicals
scurrying along with their platform-wheeled feet, on goggle-
eyed errands only Korky, as maintenance officer, would prob-
ably know much about, but the mechanicals didn’t count:
they were always around somewhere. Lately, Angelo told
himself with some discomfort, they'd been lurching some,
not quite going straight, but the two he saw were doing
fine, walking, or rolling, or whatever the word was for that
odd combination of motions that was the locomotion of a
mechanical in one-tenth-or-so gravity, as straight as they’d
ever been. Maybe, he thought hopefully, mraybe things were
looking up. Maybe . ..

Angelo’s mind, a well-stocked library of irrelevance,
tossed up a joke that was, at a minimum, one hundred and
twenty years old. “How’s business?” one man was asking
another, in the depths of a depression.

“It’s looking up,” the second man replied, and the first
stared with surprise,

“Looking up?” he repeated with awe.

“Sure,” the second man said. “How else can it lookP It’s
flat on its back.”

40



Telling himself, without much success, not to be such a
pessimist, Angelo attempted to wipe the joke out of his
mind. As he was doing so, Dr. Emmis and Korkianovich
turned a commer and came into view, returning from their
little meeting with Captain Zugzwang.

Korky looked grim and silent. Clearly, Captain Zug-
zwang had hurt his feelings, which, since Korky had been
sober, and apparently still was, must have been in a pecul-
iarly unprotected state. He stalked on by without a greet-
ing, and was followed, a second or so later, by a mechanical,
zipping along as if its unthinking life depended on speed.
As Dr. Emmis stopped and also looked back, the mechanical
stopped before a wall plate that looked like any other plate,
and slid inside. Korky, some distance down the corridor, heard
the sliding sound and stopped. The mechanical ducked through
its homemade door, came back in less than a second, and
zipped onward to join Korky, holding a bottle of what was,
obviously, some sort of alcoholic refreshment in one cres-
cent-wrench hand. It had neatly shut its door before going
on, and Angelo, staring at the space, could see no sign that
a door had ever been there. In some ways, he began to
think, the mechanicals were just as efficient as ever, or even
more so.

Korky accepted the bottle, and the mechanical, bent ap-
parently on some other duties somewhere in the inner or
outer shells, turned on an oversized dime and came back,
neatly avoiding the wonderstruck Angelo and Dr. Emmis.
With a tiny whir, it went around a comer and was gone.
hJI;You know—" Dr. Emmis began, but Angelo interrupted

“Doctor,” he said, “what is it? Have you found out?” Un-
necessarily, he pointed at the plate Dr. Emmis was carrying,
the same plate of snakes which Angelo himself had been
staring at, what seemed like about six weeks before.

Dr. Emmis, balancing the plate neatly, actually managed
a small shrug. “I haven’t the faintest idea,” he said. “I don’t
know, and I don’t want to know. But the Captain wants it
analyzed. Apparently a mechanical served it up to him for
lunch, and I'm perfectly willing to agree that, whatever it
is, it isn’t lunch.”
th“/énalyzed?” Angelo said. “Why bother with something like

at?”

“Because,” Dr. Emmis said slowly, “the Captain isn’t at all
sure whether or not the mechanicals are trying to poison
lflim.” His eyebrows lifted, great doubting tufts on his long
ace.
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Angelo swallowed. “The mechanicals—trying to poison
him?” He thought the idea over. Given Captain Zugzwang,
his passion for order, his training films, and all the rest, the
notion had a certain obvious charm., However . . . “They
couldn’t,” he said flatly. “They haven't got the brains.”

“A position,” Dr. Emmis said thoughtfully. “Distinctly a
position. However, our Captain, logical though he is when
at his best, seemed deeply affected by this latest sample of
Korkianovich’s culinary art.” Angelo’s admiration for the doc-
tor had never before reached such heights; he knew per-
fectly well that he would require three hours’ practice be-
fore a mirror to be able to say Korkianovich’s culinary art,
and here was Dr. Emmis rattling it off as if it were nothing.

And it certainly wasn’t nothing, he thought confusedly.
It was still coagulated, snakelike, and colored variously in
pink, white and a bright, bitter-looking, metallic blue. It
was awful. “So he asked you to analyze it?” he said.

Dr. Emmis nodded. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “Cap-
tain Zugzwang began in the most logical manner. Rather
than ask me what was in the—the selected lunch, he asked
Korkianovich.”

“And?” Angelo said, as Dr. Emmis sighed gently, remem-
bering. .

“He said it was reconstituted,” the doctor replied at last.
“When the Captain asked him: ‘Reconstituted what?” Kor-
kianovich said only that it had been reconstituted according
to regulations. The Captain disagreed with this,” he went
on gently. “So, to be perfectly frank, do I. Nothing in the
regulations accounts for metallic blue as a food coloring.
It does not occur in nature in edible form. Naturally, there-
fore”—and the doctor permitted himself a small smile at his
pun—“naturally, we are not conditioned to accept any-
thing with that coloration as being edible. To be frank—"

“You explained all this to Captain Zugzwang?” Angelo
said. He tried to imagine the Captain sitting still for a lecture
on food conditioning, and failed.

“Not—ah, not exactly,” Dr. Emmis said. “There was hard-
ly time. After Captain Zugzwang had ordered Korkiano-
vich off the Station—a rash utterance, and one which he
rescinded as soon as his normal color and blood pressure
began to return—he ordered me to take the plate and
analyze it. I am, therefore,” he finished, wrapping the story
neatly in the most respectable of phrases, the most balanced
of judgments, “doing so; or, at least, I shall begin when I
have transported the plate back to my offices. There was
some talk of ordering a mechanical to carry the plate back

49



to my office, a procedure which I would much have pre-
ferred, but Captain Zugzwang seemed to fear the idea. His
thought was that, since the mechanicals had brought the
—the stuff in in the first place, he would not trust a me-
chanical to bring it out again and deliver it to me without
changing its content in some way. I tried to tell him that
his fear was groundless—"

“Sure,” Angelo put in. “What I said: they don’t have any
brains.”

“Exactly,” Dr. Emmis said. “But he would not agree. I
am therefore forced to do my own transporting of this
peculiar farrago of chemicals. Why, I have not even the
aid that our friend Korkianovich has: mechanicals pro-
grammed, apparently, to bring him his daily ration of
Lethe.”

Angelo thought of the scurrying mechanical with its bottle
of some sort of liquor. “You know,” he said slowly, “that’s
beginning to bother me. After all, where would Korky get
liquor? There’s none of it on the Station, never was. It's
not in the supply list, and—" :

“Yes,” Dr. Emmis said quietly. “When one comes to think
of it . . . To be frank, DiStefano, I'm a bit curious myself.
I assume that he has somehow managed to set up a still
somewhere on the Station, but why it hasn’t been discovered,
and how he has managed to keep it going, not to mention
the materials problem involved, are pretty questions. Ques-
tions, DiStefano, which really don’t seem to have any an-
swer. You see, during the first part of our somewhat lengthy
stay here, I...”

Dr. Emmis’ vojce trailed away, rising in pitch as it did so.
The lights blinked, went off, came on again, performed
some unknown set of code blinks, and shone down once
more on a brand-new world.

The gravity was up at double Earth normal again. Angelo,
trying to fall as gently as possible, landed somewhat on his
back, his head propped up against a wall just enough so
that he could see Dr. Emmis. In a way, he wished he wasn’t
able to see at all-not if Dr. Emmis was what he had to
look at. -

At the moment of changeover, Dr. Emmis had apparently
tried to fling the plate of snakes away from him. He hadn’t
had quite enough time. The plate itself had landed, as
Dr. Emmis began to fall, on the crown of his own head,
not heavily enough to knock him out, but quite heavily
enough to shatter the hard plastic material. Dr. Emmis’
face was barely visible. It was covered with goo, lumps of
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something-or-other (possibly, Angelo theorized, lumps of
plastic plate) and snakes.

The sight was not a pleasant one. Trying to distract him-
self from it, Angelo rolled his eyes upward, checking on
the lighting system. The lights were now unchanged and look-
ing perfectly innocent. Somewhere, a high-pitched, re-
markably unpleasant whining sound had begun; a generator
or some other gadget was in the process of failing, Angelo
thought. The whining kept him from hearing the heavy
metal clank clank clank until the terrifying sight was upon
him.

His shoes, as calmly as if they had someone in them,
were walking down the ceiling of the corridor.

Angelo felt a vague stirring of early religious training,
and an even vaguer impulse to put the Evil Eye on the
things. But, then, they undoubtedly had, if not an Evil Eye,
an Evil Foot of their own.

And they were walking toward the air lock at the cor-
ridor’s branch, the air lock that led out into the vacuum of
‘the outer shell. This fact penetrated Angelo’s gravity-loaded
mind rather slowly, but when it did he realized that there
was only one thing for him to do.

Nothing.

Let them go, let them go, God bless them, he sang to
himself softly. He watched the air lock swing open and the
shoes walk calmly out. The air lock was supposed to open
automatically if anybody stepped into the proper position,
but Angelo wondered, just a bit, if the shoes hadn’t some-
how managed to open the thing manually, with invisible
hands. Or tentacles. Or . . . The lock shut. Farewell, sweet
shoes, Angelo thought; flight of angels bear thee to thy
rest. Only he doubted that the flights would be angelic.

Anyhow, the shoes were gone. And Dr. Emmis, who ap-
parently hadn’t seen them, had to be informed.

A glance, and a brief memory of what his ears had been
hearing, convinced Angelo that this was not the time to
inform Dr. Emmis of anything whatever.

Dr. Emmis was covered with snakes, and he was not
happy about the fact. Some of the stuff appeared to have
got into his mouth, and he was muttering grimly something
about machine oil-which seemed, even to Angelo, an odd
flavoring. A second or so later, he began to wonder whether
he had stumbled on the real explanation of the strange
lunch: was it, after all, mechanicals’ food? Mechanicals did
not, in his experience, eat, but snakes flavored with machine
oil, colored, in spots, a bright metallic blue, seemed some-
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how the perfect gourmet dish for a shining young mechan-
ical home after a hard day’s work.

Under two gravities, even the simple processs of trying
to get the snakes out of hair and face was too much effort
for the large doctor. He was heaving slightly in an attempt
to get his hands up to the scene of carnage, but without
much success. In an effort, then, to take the doctor’s mind
off his predicament, if that’s what it was, Angelo said:

“What was that you were telling me about Korky’s drink-
ing?”

“Umf,” Dr. Emmis said, and managed to spit out a bit of
pink snake. “Urg. Gah. I do not consider this a proper analy-
sis. Gah.” '

“Yes,” Angelo persisted, “but—"

“Drinking?” The doctor's mouth seemed clear. Even
under two gravities, his voice remained even and strong—
quite unlike Angelo’s gaspings. “I knew about it from the
start. I was, you might have said, in on the initial stages.”
Angelo promised himself that he would never have said any
such thing. “You see, DiStefano, Korkianovich began by
requisitioning alcohol from the medical stores, with the pre-
text that he needed it to clean the mechanicals—part of
his maintenance chores, I would imagine. And the pretext
was not so flimsy that he could not keep me blinded by it
for some weeks.”

Angelo spent a bit of time disentangling that last sen-
tence, and finally thought he had it by the tail, at least.
“You mean—well, after he couldn’t fool you any more,
what did you do?”

Dr. Emmis cleared his throat—perhaps merely for effect,
and perhaps to get rid of the very last of the snake. Angelo
didn’t think it wise to ask which, but remained quiet, patient,
waiting . . . and crushed under the double gravity.

“I informed Korkianovich that 1 was substituting wood
alcohol for the grain alcohol in the medical stores,” the doc-
tor said, “and treated him to a lengthy, and quite accurate
lecture on the effects of wood alcohol on the human system.
With luck, you must know, one does not die: one merely
goes blind, or possibly mad.”

“Oh,” Angelo said. “And after you'd fooled him—"

“I had not,” Dr. Emmis said indignantly. “I got rid of the
grain alcohol through a convenient air lock and substituted
for it wood alcohol which had been sent up as part of
stores. I don’t know why we were supplied with both sorts,
but it is, thank the Lord, not my duty to fathom the military
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mind. T have quite enough trouble attempting to obey its
more incompetent orders.”

“And the wood alcohol—"

“Was not touched,” the doctor went on. “Korkianovich
is getting his private Lethe from someplace else, in some
other way—and, now that one comes to think of it, it would
be interesting to discover just how he has managed to bend
regulations this time.”

One had not come to think of it, Angelo told himself; two
had. Three, he supposed, if you included Korky himself,
who must have done quite a lot of thinking before he came
up with the notion of . . . well, whatever it was. The mech-
anical with its own private doorway, the neat bottle con-
taining whatever liquor-substitute Korky had managed to
rig . . . this set of pictures would not leave Angelo. And
there was a connection. Long, long before—six or seven
years before, he thought—he’d been floating in an unknown
position in a dark corridor and he’d seen an unidentified door
open. Whose door? One of the crew’s? Or did that, too, be-
long to the mechanicals, and to Korky’s private pipeline?

And what difference did any of the questions make? Angelo
chid himself for haring off after minor matters when there
was a saboteur (or something—or, in fact, some Thing)
loose aboard the Station. “Doctor,” he began, “I wonder
if you'd tell me—"

“What?” Dr. Emmis asked, after some silence.

Angelo said, with perfect truth, “I don’t know.” There had
to be a question or two to ask, but under the gravity he
couldn’t think of any and, besides, even if he did, what guar-
antee did he have that the doctor himself, quiet, self-possessd,
always in total control, was not the saboteur in question?

The gravity began to lessen—very, very slowly this time.
With obvious relief, Dr. Emmis struggled to sit upright, and
used trembling hands to wipe off the worst of the mess
with which he was covered. Angelo lay where he was,
feeling that he deserved a little rest. Altogether too much
had been happening, and he had the strong feeling that he
was nowhere near the end of events. There was more to
come, and he needed rest to deal with whatever it was going
to be. He had no idea what it might turn out to be, except
for one notion which he held as an absolute faith.

Whatever it was, it was going to be terrible.

Under a gravity and a half (more or_less, Angelo esti-
mated), Dr. Emmis managed to rise and stalk heavily, wob-
bling only a little, down the corridor to his offices, giving
Angelo a curt goodbye and leaving him—as everyone seemed
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to do—quite alone. Angelo didn’t mind: in a way, the life
of a hermit was a relief. At least there were no more prob-
lems.

It was then that the parade began.

Angelo knew perfectly well that the various plants and
airgrowths aboard had to be moved from spot to spot
around the Station to prevent any concentration of stray
radiation which might—which probably would, according
to Juli, the Station ecologist—lead to a high mutational in-
cidence. But this fact was not the foremost one in his mind.
He even knew that mechanicals did the moving, but, from
his semiprone position, he couldn’t see the mechanicals at
all.

He could only see the shrubs, the trees, the plants and
other growths parading by him. It seemed the final blow,
somehow—one last step toward entire insanity. Endlessly,
the plants and trees continued their parade, and, at last,
Angelo raised one heavy arm and waved at them, feeling
as if he had at last, to his great relief, entered unrecalled
the provinces of delirium.

“Welcome,” he said, “to Dunsinane.”

X

DELIRIUM, unfortunately, didn’t last very long.

The trees went on by, and Angelo’s mind, circling about
their fantastic voyage, went from trees to forests, forests to
parks, and from parks to the idea of Earth itself. And that
idea led him, with natural grace, to a wobbly walk in the
direction of the Navigation Room, where John Woorden
held bitter sway.

After all, before he set up a contact with, and through,
the UN, he might make a check of one horrible, and very
unlikely, idea. The target scopes might not be sabotaged at
all; they might simply, he told himself, be out of alignment,
due to some unexplained, unknown and unexpected orbital
shift by the Station itself. Angelo knew nothing about such
a shift, but Woorden would. The man hadn’t done a lick of
work, as far as Angelo was aware, since piloting them up
to the Station eight months ago, and the least he could have
been busying himself with was a continuing plot on pre-
sent position. For one thing, when—and if—the crew finally
did leave Orbital Station One, it would be handy for the
navigator to have some idea of where the Earth was.

And, though his stride remained wobbly and he kept a
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lookout for novel events, Angelo made it to the navigator’s
purlieu without any mishap at all, surprisingly. He’d met
a mechanical or two on the way—and these had been, as
usual during the last few weeks, lurching along with an entire
disregard for such effete notions as centers of gravity—but
the mechanicals hadn’t bothered him, and he certainly hadn’t
gone out of his way to strike up whatever passed for con-
versation with beings who had neither brains nor vocal
cords. Gravity remained about one and a half, lighting
remained constant, and, in general, Angelo had a peaceful,
if somewhat wearing, journey. He didn’t entirely believe his
luck, having once known a fine girl who had sketched his
entire life for him in a single statement about her own: “If
it weren't for bad luck, I wouldn’t have any luck at all.” But
there he was, without damage and without further con-
fusion, standing before the door of the Navigation Room.

In heavy gravity, it is not terribly easy to knock on a door.
Lifting a hand and letting it fall against a knock panel is
not very difficult, but, once you are off balance in that
manner, bringing the hand back to knock again is a job
calling for both nice adjustment and brute strength. Angelo,
however, knew that knocking was a necessity—John Woor-
den was, he told himself sadly, like that.

He knocked, brought his hand back, and knocked again.
Unfortunately, he miscalculated a bit, so that when the
door dilated Woorden peered out to see Angelo sprawled
against the wall about an inch and a half away, his nose
pressed firmly into the knock panel, and his eyes shut with
mute suffering.

“Got see you,” Angelo managed to say to the knock panel.
Woorden grunted.

“That is not the manner to announce entrance,” Woorden
said coldly. Angelo made a sound or so to the knock panel
and tried once more to bring himself upright, using his
nose as the only available pressure-point. Woorden, with-
out moving, looked on as Angelo swayed to an erect posi-
tion, his nose feeling as if it had been stamped straight
into his face by a die press. At last Angelo uncrossed his eyes,
rubbed his nose and turned to look at Woorden, who said;
“Better. Much better.”

“Glad youre pleased,” Angelo said. The navigator was a
stickler for protocol, even under the silliest of circumstances
—defined, by Angelo at any rate, as those circumstances
in which you are one of seven people on an Orbital Station.
“Woorden—"

“Lieutenant Commander Woorden, if you please,” the
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Navigator said coldly. “And I see no need for humor at my
expense.” Woorden, who created no humor, had somehow
managed to obtain a rudimentary ability to recognize it.
When this ability came into play, he didn’t like what he
recognized. And was this the time to antagonize the navi-
gator? No, no, Angelo told himself, a thousand times no.
Instead, he had to dig out some information.

“Lieutenant Commander,” Angelo began, feeling very
silly indeed, “I've got to ask you whether the Station has
changed its orbit.” Woorden’s eyes widened, and he took one
long hissing breath.

“Why should it?” he asked defensively, and Angelo saw
a tiny spark of what seemed to be panic work its way into
view from behind Woorden’s ice blue Boer eyes.

“Uh—I've got to make the check,” Angelo said. “If you'll
let me in to check out the Nav scopes—" .

“If I'll what? Woorden asked him angrily. “Mr. DiSte-
fano—" Even Captain Zugzwang generally didn’t go so far
as calling Angelo “Mister,” and Angelo was reasonably sure
that he didn’t like the attitude, but after eight months he
was, he supposed, beginning to get used to it; you could
get used to anything, he told himself, even sabotage. Even
the constant pressure of knowing that something, some-
where, was terribly wrong, and getting worse by the minute

. . anyhow, either you got used to it, Angelo figured, or
you went batty, and he had no real desire to turn in his ID
card at a neighborhood funny farm. “Mr. DiStefano, I can-
not allow you inside the Navigation Room.” And Woorden
stood braced, standing a full foot taller than Angelo and
perhaps more than a foot broader, blocking the dilated door.

“But I've got to—" Angelo began. It was not, clearly, his
day for finishing sentences. Woorden broke in again, as sharp-
ly as before.

“It is against regulations for any member of the weapons
team to acquire the knowledge of any other member,” he
said. “The reasons for this are, I am sure, clear to you, Mr. Di-
Stefano. If any one man would manage to acquire all
skills, Mr. DiStefano, he would then be able to fire the
missiles, without aid from any others. Given, of course, that
the UN acquiesced in their use: I am to understand that
this is necessary for any firing whatever.”

“Well,” Angelo said, “yes and no. If you want to fire on an
exterior target, yes. On the other hand, if all you want to
do is blow up the Station and kill every person aboard,
including yourself, you don’t need permission at all. What
you do need—in addition to psychiatric help back at Ameri-
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can Memorial-I wouldn’t venture to guess.” He smiled at
the navigator, having done, he realized one second later,
just about everything wrong he could possibly have man-
aged.

“You denigrate our hospitals?” Woorden asked. “In South
Africa we have built the finest hospitals, and still they stand,
available to all-within certain limits. In South Africa—ah,
there, on the veldt, where the okapi run—we have already
the best of civilized amenities. I myself am a graduate of the
University of South Africa, as you must know, Mr. Di-
Stefano, and I take a—a back seat, I think you sayP—to no
one at all.”

“If denigrate means what I think it does,” Angelo said, “I
didn’t do any such thing. I'm sure your hospitals are just
great. And your okapi, too. Not to mention the University.”

Woorden only shook his head slowly, massively, as he
looked down at this barbarian from a country where (be-
fore Compound Delta, before the realignment which had
centered the Negro almost entirely in the African states to
the north of his own beleaguered country) some attempt
had actually been made to raise the Negro to the high
estate of the natural rulers, the people like Woorden himself,
the proud human beings with minimal melanin. “And your
humor,” he said sadly. “I am to assume that your reference
to the blowing up of the Station was meant to be humor?
For it could hardly, you must understand, be serious.”

“I hope not,” Angelo said, watching for the flickering panic
once again, but not really finding it. Not that its absence
proved anything: the navigator was remarkably good at
concealing his emotions, if any. “But, anyhow, I see the
point. If you won’t let me in—"

“It is not a question of my will, Mr. DiStefano,” Woorden
assured him with a gray, sad satisfaction. “It is a question
of the regulations. Surely you must see that?”

“Whatever,” Angelo said. “If I can’t check the scopes,
I've got to ask you to do it. To tell me if there’s been any
change whatever in the orbit. By the same regulations,” he
went on, happy to be able to turn the weapon even where
it was completely unimportant, “I.can’t tell you why I
have to know. But I do have to know.”

Woorden nodded gravely. “Very well, Mr. DiStefano,” he
said. “As an official report, you may take it from me that
there has been no orbital change whatever.”

“You're sure?” Angelo said, withcut thinking.

Woorden looked offended. “I should not say so,” he re-
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plied, “if there were the slightest doubt.” The door began to
dilate shut.

Angelo thought of another question or two, but let them
go; they weren’t important and there was no sense what-
ever in continuing to disturb Woorden—Woorden the stick-
ler for protocol, Woorden the beleaguered South African,
Woorden (to everyone’s surprise) the deeply and vocally
religious man. Angelo was, he supposed, religious enough
himself, but he didn’t make the sort of enormous public
affair out of belief that Woorden seemed to find necessary
to his own. Sometimes, Angelo told himself, the navigator
puzzled him.

Sometimes, in fact, everyone aboard did. After all, as far
as he could see, someone aboard was a saboteur—and after
eight months of close-quarters living, Angelo hadnt the
faintest idea who that someone could be. Dr. Emmis was
unthinkable: a staid, dignified man who would as soon
dirty his hands with sabotage as, Angelo thought, eat the
Captain’s odd machine-oil lunch. (But, then, Dr. Emmis
had eaten a snake or so, hadn't he, when the gravity had
switched back to double normal? And where did that leave
anything?) Juli was flatly impossible. Angelo, admitting that
his own notions were slightly colored by the fact that Juli
was not only female, but also Juli, could not see her trying
to destroy the Earth: her business, after all, was life-support,
not total destruction. Korkianovich was a happy cook-and-
maintenance type, mostly, Angelo told himself, too drunk
even to see meters, let alone change them around. Wasn’t
the current condition of the Station enough to absolve Kor-
ky of having any mechanical abilities whatever? Captain
Zugzwang was a fanatic for order and propriety: if a train-
ing film required the destruction of Earth in order to be
shown at the regular time, the Captain, Angelo thought,
was perfectly capable of doing the destruction. But he couldn’t
quite come up with any such film, and he couldn’t come
up with any way in which the Captain could have made
himself believe that the Earth’s cancellation was conceivable.
Besides, the Captain never, never left the bridge—how could
he have switched the TIC scopes? Or activated the missiles?
The mechanicals had strict bars against doing anything of
the kind except under a very carefully defined Emergency
Status situation—one which the Captain was powerless to
set up as long as the mechanicals sensed a single other
person alive on the Station. And they were certainly doing
that—bringing liguor to Korky, if nothing else. What was
more, you didn’t argue a mechanical out of its orders: me-
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chanicals, as Angelo remembered pointing out, didnt have
brains.

And that left Chris Shaw, who never left the Comm Cen-
ter, and Woorden, whose religion would have forbidden him,
as far as Angelo understood the notion in the Boer’s head,
to destroy the human race.

Six people . . . one of them a saboteur. And he'd just
managed to show, to his own satisfaction, that the saboteur
could be none of the six.

What’s more, there seemed no way for anyone at all,
under any circumstances, to enter the TIC room while he
was gone and to change over the scopes, activate the mis-
siles, and so forth. After all, who would know just what
to do? Woorden had pointed out the loophole: no one else
knew just how the system worked, nobody but Angelo him-
self.

Of course, there was an answer for that . . . in fact, there
were several, but all of them were either, as far as he
could see, impossible or very, very disturbing.

Korky, he thought, might know—as a maintenance man,
he probably knew, somewhere, everything about every-
thing aboard the Station. How much good his knowledge
had done, though, could be judged, once again, by Station
conditions: the place, as Korky himself had complained,
was falling apart. And you couldn’t postulate—could you?
Angelo asked himself reasonably—a man who was a genius
of a mechanic whenever sabotage was required, and a
pretty lousy mechanic under any other circumstances. No.

On the other hand . . . well, the more he thought about
the notion of a saboteur, the more he realized, very clearly,
that any such saboteur would have had to fool the fantastic
battery of checks, tests, loyalty questionaires and all the
rest which every one of them had gone through before being
allowed up in the first place. Anyone trained to duck
through that series might also be trained in the sort of
sabotage required.

Which left the field wide open again.

And, then again, why postulate only one saboteur? There
might be combinations—in fact, a combination, given the
training required, was more probable than anything else.
Any two, any three, or all six of the others might be leagued
against him, against the Earth.

And there he came up against the final, rock-bottom ques-
tion.

Where was there a sabotage group willing, even eager,
to destroy the entire Earth?
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The Asians had rebuilt, and had perhaps a stronger
interest in preserving their own newfound life than any
other group. The Western powers were still top dogs, and
would be just as long as Orbital Station One was up there.
And the Africans . . . well, nobody knew just where they
stood: neutral, aligned-neutral, belligerent-neutral, or just
plain undecided. But they, too, were coming up in the
world—very far up indeed, Angelo told himself, since they
had a Station of their own—and destroying that world hard-
ly seemed to make sense.

No. Nothing answered the questions. This meant, as An-
gelo remembered an instructor telling him some years be-
fore, that the wrong questions were being asked.

But what were the right ones?

Perbaps, Angelo thought, he could come up with some.
He had, at any rate, one answer already.

He could not let anyone on the Station know what he
was doing, under any circumstances.

He had to work alone. Even a UN official might be in
on the plot, helping to set matters up from Earth, helping
the saboteur or saboteurs to pass through the checks and
tests.

No one could be let in on the secret. No one at all. This
one was Angelos anne—Angelo DiStefano, Intelligence offi-
cer, against .

What?

XI

THE Comm Center door was open when Angelo reached it.

Not the usual small opening which Chris preferred. This
time, the door was open all the way. Chris, apparently,
had felt the need of more fresh air .

Except that, as far as Angelo could see, he hadn’t. Inside
the room were all the dinosaur-like screens and lights, all
the panels, switches and the rest, even the big slab of desk
with its central hole and its carefully ordered litter. Every-
thing was there—except Chris Shaw.

Except the midget who never left the Comm Center.

Angelo checked everything, and carefully. He looked un-
der the desk, went around to Chris’s seat and peered under
from there, too. He was crouched dowm, then, invisible,
when he heard footsteps and looked up, his head in shadow.

Someone was entering the room. Someone quite a2 good
deal bigger than Chris Shaw—next to Woorden, the biggest
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man on the station. Dr. Emmis came in, walking as quietly
as possible in one and a half gravities. He was carrying
something. . . . Angelo strained to see it, and made it out
at last.

A hypodermic needle. Loaded with—something. Nobody
but Dr. Emmis would know just what, or, for that matter,
just why.

Dr. Emmis, on catlike feet, despite the magnetic boots
which everyone (except Angelo) was still wearing, entered
the room and looked around. Obviously, he was as surprised
as Angelo to find Chris Shaw gone; unlike Angelo, however,
he made no major search. The little Intelligence officer kept
his head down, watching, and remained unseen, unheard.
Dr. Emmis, still holding the hypodermic needle, turned and
crept out again, leaving the door just as he, and before him
Angelo, had found it.

When a minute or so had passed, Angelo rose, feeling a
bit cramped: the available space in the Comm Center was
tailored to fit Chris Shaw, three and a half feet high, and
even Angelo couldn’t squeeze into such spaces without dis-
comfort. But the discomfort, he told himself grimly, didn’t
matter: what did matter was that he’d just seen what might
easily have been the act of a saboteur, looking for Chris
Shaw, looking to overpower him with something in that
needle, and take over Comm Center, get in touch with his
‘fellows back on Earth, and somehow make final plans for
the final destruction of the entire planet. It didn’t make any
sense—but nothing did, Angelo realized. Maybe everything
was an accident (though that seemed a little hard to take);
if not, what would some person on Earth be doing plotting
the destruction of the planet he was standing on? One thing
Angelo was sure of: new Orbital Stations couldn’t be built
in secret, and even if they could be the automatic tracking
of the (he gritted his teeth) anti-missile-missiles would knock
them out as they rose. So there’d be no way for the Earth-
man to escape. ...

However, the picture of Dr. Emmis with his needle re-
mained. It had to mean something—only what did it mean?

Angelo stared at the far wall. He was stll staring at it,
not seeing very much, when the air lock in that wall opened
and Chris, complete in a tiny spacesuit, came through.

“Chris, what are you doing here?” Angelo asked, and
realized a) that the question was silly, and b) that Chris
couldn’t hear him. The litle man motioned with one big
glove, reached around behind him to start unzippering the
suit, and finally managed to crawl out of it, leaving a form-
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less mass with a transparent helmet at one end lying on the
floor.

“You’ve got to be a contortionist to get in and out of
that thing,” he said. “There must be a better design some-
where—anyhow, with the zipper in front, except that would
interfere with the power pack, and if you can't reach that
in a hurry . . .” He stopped and sighed. “I'd never put one
on except in a case of absolute necessity,” he finished bitterly.

“You had to go outside?” Angelo asked. “About the con-
nection?”

“Connection? Chris said. “That’s simple enough. No, it
isn’t that—but when I tried setting it up I found there was
something wrong with the antennae out there. Wasn’t any
other way to tell, so I went out to take a look. And—An-
gelo, it's horrible. I don’t understand it, but what I saw out
there .. .”

His eyes were black pools of horror. Angelo, imagining
a hundred possible scenes, one worse than the next, and
seeing behind them all the specter of quiet Dr. Emmis with
his hypo—or (who could tell?) his scalpel, his lancet—An-
gelo took a long second before asking: “What was it? What
did you see?”

The only question, of course, was Who was deadP but
Chris had a more serious reply in mind. “The antennae,”
he choked. “They’ve been cut off. Just a few, so far—
but who would do something like that? Sheared them off,
clean. You can’t tell me that was an accident, Angelo.
There’s just—just nothing. The antennae are gone. Gone,
do you understand?”

The tragedy stunned Angelo for a second or two. Then
he said, “Can you still set up the visual channel?”

“Visual—oh, I suppose so,” Chris said. “But I can’t get
over it—the way they just—just disappeared. Some vandal,
some barbarians . . . Who would have taken the antennae?”
There were tears in the midget’s eyes. Angelo waited sym-
pathetically. After a few seconds Chris went to set up the
circuit, a job which seemed to take about six hands and
fourteen or fifteen pairs of eyes. Dials were everywhere,
push panels abounded, and dinosaur after dinosaur had
its neck twisted in the interests of a channel between Or-
bital Station One and UN HQ in Brasilia.

The job was fascinating to Angelo, if incomprehensible.
He waited until at last Chris positioned him before one
shining little dinosaur, and facing another. “This,” the midget
said carefully, “is your pickup. Stand in front of it and talk
into it. Over there, to one side, is your screen. You'll see and
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hear UN HQ from there. Everything ought to be fine.” His
voice nearly broke. “And if this costs us the entire board,
after the antennae going the way they did—" He swallowed
hard. “Well, I hope you'll be satisfied, that’s all. I hope
you'll be satisfied.”

There was no reply possible, and Angelo waited out a
second before asking, “Is it working now?”

“I can switch it on whenever you say,” Chris told him
slowly. “If you really insist that you want it this way.”

“I do,” Angelo said firmly, like an unafraid bridegroom.
“And I want it on now—and I want to be alone.”

Chris stared. “Alone?” .

“I've got to be,” Angelo said. “I won’t damage anything.”

“You won't touch anything,” Chris told him savagely. “If
I come back and find one dial changed . . .”

“Not a thing,” Angelo said. “If vou’ll switch it on—"

Muttering something uncomplimentary about Intelligence,
Chris went to the back wall and pushed one last panel.
Without waiting to see what would happen, he turned and
stalked, tiny and steaming, from the room. Angelo saw his
screen light up, slowly, and waited for someone to appear.

Someone did. Angelo didn’t recognize the French general,
but the uniform was identification enough. There were decor-
ations for virtually every battle of the last thirty years
hanging from the jacket, and the cap was set in precisely
the correct line. The General’s eyes were hard and shrewd,
the lips thin and tightened in a narrow line. This one, An-
gelo knew, was the real thing—he’d have thought the Gen-
eral a full-time professional, a graduate of St. Cyr, if it
weren't for one fact. :

The General was female.

She opened her mouth, and Angelo heard a voice that
wasn’t hers, saying words that had nothing to do with her
lip motions. '

Orbital Station One: This is a priority message. Repeat,
this is a priority message. From this moment on you are
directed to conform to Alert Status Prime. Repeat, Alert
Status Prime. All firing circuits are to be activated. All
firing circuits are to be activated. This is not a drill. Repeat,
this is not a drill.

Angelo knew perfectly well what that meant, and knew,
too, that it was being broadcast automatically throughout
the Station. As a priority message, it would override any
conversation he might have had during that minute or so



with Madame General, but he could recover lost ground,
he told himself, rapidly. More important, the message meant
that the Second Asian Land Army was now definitely on
the move, that war was imminent—and that, most horrible
of all, the missile system was now on alert. At any minute
the arming signal might come through, allowing them to
be fired . . . and the targets listed on the scopes were every
major city in the world. Unknown to whoever at the UN
pushed the button, the button would destroy the world.

Or maybe not unknown, Angelo told himself. Suppose the
button-pusher was the Earth contact of his saboteur? He
had to leave blank any reason for the contact to have waited
so long (let alone any sensible motive for his actions), but
anything, the way matters were shaping up, was possible.
And—

The French General was now speaking to him. Angelo
listened to the accented English of the hard-eyed woman.
“. .. have had no reports from you for some time, monsieur,
which is not the manner in which these things are to be
arranged. I would wish that—"

“I've made reports when there was anything worth re-
porting,” Angelo said.

The General smiled: not, he thought, a pleasant smile,
and certainly not one he was used to seeing on a female face.
“Ah,” she said, “but that is for us to judge, is it not? I should
think that your occupation up there would be to report,
and to take such instructions as we give you from time to
time. I see no necessity for your prejudgment of the worth
of these reports, monsieur, and I will say frankly, very frank-
ly, that I am not happy about the long delays—heinP—
between your carefully doled-up messages to us.” Angelo,
momentarily fascinated by the puzzle as to whether the
woman had meant “doled out” or “dolled up,” decided,
nevertheless, that he had had about enough. After all, he
had a job to do—and, to judge from the priority message,
not a great deal of time to do it in. There was one more
chance. v

“I request,” he said formally, “an immediate connection
made, through UN HQ, between this station and Orbital
Station Two.”

The General froze, staring at him coldly. “I cannot but
refuse this request,” she snapped. “Once again monsieur,
you are fiddling behind our backs, and we will not stand for
it.”

“All right,” Angelo said, out of patience. “Sit down for
it then. But the request is within my powers, up here, and
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I hereby make it again. You have no authority to refuse
me, and, though I'd hesitate to do so to a general officer,
I'm perfectly capable, if you like, of changing the request
to an order.” ‘

“Monsieur—" the woman said, and stopped. There was a
silence filled with a great many emotions.

Angelo, outwardly calm, waited.

And, finally, he had his answer:

“The hookup—hookup is your word, is it notP—the hook-
up is now being made,” the woman said. “Within seconds—"

And she was gone. Angelo was staring at the most amaz-
ing creature he had ever seen. Even Angelo, accustomed
to oddities since they appeared so steadily in his mind,
was taken aback once again by this new one. For a few
seconds, in fact, he didn’t even believe his eyes—or, rather,
the eyes of Chris Shaw’s electronic amour.

XII

THE African was dressed in what seemed simultaneously to
be a normal Station suit and an absolutely authentic tribal
costume. After a bit, Angelo, his eyes blinking with effort
and amazement, was able to figure out what had been done:
a special bonding paint had been used on the fiber glass
eovering, and the suit decorated in the fashion of what
appeared to be a Kikuyu tribe, though Angelo would not
have sworn it wasn’t (for example) Zulu. “Look,” the Intel-
ligence officer said quickly, “I can’t maintain this hookup
any longer than I absolutely have to. I've got to—" '

The African said exactly two words, very clearly. Unfor-
tunately, they did ;mot mean a great deal to Angelo. Holding
up a stern hand, he ordered: “Sema Swahili.”

Angelo took a breath. Guessing at the meaning, he man-
aged to enunciate, with great clarity, “We must speak Eng-
lish.” This was not strictly true; Angelo, in fact, spoke a
litde German and enough Arabic to get along with. But it
would serve, and he had neither the time nor the inclination
for long discussion.

As nearly as Angelo could understand it, the African said,
explosively, “La,” and followed it with: “Kisima kilicho-
kauka chafaa nini.” This did not seem to advance the cause
of international relations; what was more, it didnt seem to
help Angelo’s mission a great deal.

“But I've got to speak to you,” he said, “and I don’t
speak Swahili.” The African, arms folded across that odd
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combination Station suit and costume, regarded him with a
grave, distant impassivity.

“Simba anapolia tunaogopa sana,” he said. This was accom-
panied by an ironic glance, which did not help Angelo’s
poise, either. First Chris, then the female General-and now
this stolid, immovable African talking Swahili. Angelo ex-
ploded, violently and with much accompanying dust and
smoke.

“Look,” he said loudly, “I've got to talk to your In-
telligence officer. It’s absolutely important. I've got to get
him on the screen.”

“Nitakapomwona,” the African said, and shrugged.

“It’s vital, can’t you see that?” Angelo shrieked. “All right,
I'm an ignorant barbarian who doesn’t speak the great cul-
tural language of Swahili, but I'm still Intelligence officer
on Station One, and I've got to talk to my opposite number
therel Now go and get himl That’s an order!” He reflected
that he was giving a great many orders lately. . . . But, then,
there was no help for it. And even a poor Intelligence officer
like himself had to use his authority once in a while: that,
after all, was what it was there for. -

The African shrugged and delivered himself of a fme
long train of syllables. “Sijui kama atakuja kweli-labda
hatakuja. Mdudu!” Then he turned and left. With some re-
maining hope, Angelo waited for the arrival of the Intelli-
gence officer for Station Two.

The wait was a fairly long one.

Then, at last, someone showed up on the screen: the
original African, as impassive as ever, his arms still folded.
For one second Angelo was afraid he was going to be treated
to a new cascade of Swahili, but then another figure stepped
into view, and Angelo recognized the hand-sign made by
his opposite number.

The African Intelligence officer was a medium height man
with absolutely black skin, large eyes, and what looked like
a very helpful sort of physique for dark alleys and the like.
He, too, was dressed in the tribal Station suit which Angelo
supposed was de rigeur (whatever the Swahili phrase for
that was) aboard Station Two, but, as Angelo heard with
delight, he was speaking English. English of an oddly lilting,
accented variety, but quite understandable English. Angelo
felt like getting down on his knees and offering a prayer
of thanks for this—but, then, he had no time.

“It is good to speak with you,” he was saying. “We have
too little contact, your Staton and mine—and, since we
are both apparently condemned to be ‘stuck’ up here for

59



the near future at the least . . .” He shrugged. Angelo could
have sworn he’d heard the quotation marks drop around
that one slang word. But he was beyond carping at minor
differences.

“It’s important that I speak with you, now, and alone,”
ke said.

“Impossible.” The other African looked baleful.

“All right.” Angelo continued to talk, and at the same
time let one hand fall into the patterns of the deaf-and-dumb
code which was common throughout Intelligence services.
The visual circuit had turned out to be the necessity he'd
thought it might be, after all.

The conversation, on both levels, was a short one. There
was no way, absolutely none, to find out whether or not
the Africans were prepared to use their own missiles—or
even to discover what targets those missiles were set for. That
they would use no arms against the West, he knew, and
confirmed (but was Woorden’s South Africa the West?)—
what else would happen was still unknown.

He checked his own zero-set readings against theirs. That
much was simple, and was the main mission of his call.

The zero-set had not changed.

Beyond any doubt whatever, the trouble was on Orbital
Station One. There was no error, no sudden freak change
due to sunspots, or magic, or anything else,

He was, once again, alone.

He nodded on receiving this information, and the African
with whom he had first spoken cut in with a savage burst:
“Lazima aende!”

The black Intelligence officer translated that one, rather
sadly, Angelo thought. Well, the life of an Intelligence offi-
cer was not all beer and skittles, whatever skittles were. “He
says, ‘He must go,” ” the Negro told him. “I am terribly afraid
that he is right; this contact between our Stations is cheer-
ing, one realizes, but it is not good for morale here—or
there, for that matter.” His fingers were signing off at the
same time, and Angelo felt no need to explain that Station
One’s morale would suffer no damage, since nobody on the
Station knew who he was talking to.

“Okay,” he said, signing off with his own hand. “Sure.
See you again some time.”

“I very much hope so,” the Intelligence officer said. The
screen snapped off.

Angelo, touching nothing except the floor, went to the
door, dilated it and walked out toward a waiting, white-
faced Chris Shaw,
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“Hurt anythingP” Chris asked anxiously.

“Didn’t touch a thing,” Angelo assured him, and went on
back to TIC, hoping that he looked a good deal more cheer-
ful than he felt.

How much time was left?

XIII

AS IT happened, there was a good deal more time than
Angelo had bargained for.

There was time enough for the gravity to switch back
again and again, for meals to arrive in strange states, for
mechanicals to lurch around, for the lights to go on and
off endlessly . . . for the Station as a whole to continue its
slow process of falling apart.

There were, in fact, days.

Days in which Angelo kept turning the few facts he had
over and over in his mind, waiting for them to make any-
thing resembling sense. They never did, at least not for a
long time, but there was nothing else for him to do. The
Asian Land Army was moving, and the Alert Status notice
had never been taken down. At any second, the two hun-
dred bombs might head for Earth—screaming straight down,
untouchable therefore by the anti-missile-missiles (Angelo
had reached the state where he no longer even cared about
the sound of the words), heading for every major city on
the planet. After that, of course, it would no longer matter
whether or not Angelo could get down—whether or not any
of them could ever return to Earth; there wouldn’t be any-
thing much left to return to.

But that thought, though it kept coming back to serve
as a dark underpainting to his imagination, and his deduc-
Hons, wasn’t all there was. He knew, now, that the scopes
hadn’t been altered by some natural effect, since the scopes
on Station Two had remained constant. He knew they hadn’t
been altered by accident, since he was completely unable
to picture an accident which would have those results, even
when he rang in Finagle’s First Law: “If anything can go
wrong—it will.” No matter what had gone wrong, and what
combinations of errors had followed, the scopes would not
;ICCi(llfnta“y’ all by themselves, have shifted to cover the

arth.

No, they had been shifted, and purposefully, by someone.
Or something.

Unfortunately, he had managed to show that the notion
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of anyone on the Station doing the job was completely non-
sensical. He had also managed to show that, if there was
an alien aboard somehow messing things up, he was (or
she was, or it was—what sort of pronoun, Angelo wondered
idly, did you use for aliens?) a remarkably stupid sort of alien
monster. Setting the scopes made certain that Angelo would
find out what was going wrong; little tricks like the mag-
netic shoes walking all over the Station made no sense at
all, no matter where you started from.

And as for combinations of people . . . that, Angelo
thought, came from the same idiotic bag in which he'd first
found the notion of a single Station saboteur. If he couldn’t
imagine even one person performing the sabotage, he was
no better off when he tried to imagine two or more.

No. Aliens were eliminated. Station personnel were elim-
inated.

And that left . .,

The eclipse was due within twenty-four hours when An-
gelo suddenly realized what it did leave—and rejected the
whole idea.

After all, who knew the machinery better? Who was in a
better position to fiddle with the scopes? Who kept having
these incredible fantasies about an alien race nobody had
ever seen, or detected, or even, really, postulated?

Who but Angelo DiStefano?

Of course, Angelo had no memory of having performed
these fatal acts, but, then, wasn’t it possible that he was in
some manner a secret schizophrene, himself a leading can-
didate for the position at American Memorial Hospital which
he’d offered to Woorden a few days before? Of course it was.

If Angelo himself, in some sort of split personality insanity,
was doing all the dirty work around the Station, everything
made sense—even the fact that most of what had been done
was simple nonsense. You couldn’t expect a Jekyll-and-Hyde
personality, especially when one was completely divorced
from the other’s memory, to come up with anything that
would pass stringent rules of logic, or even rationality.

As a theory, it was beautiful. Unfortunately, Angelo didn’t
believe a word of it.

If he’d had such a split personality going for him, wouldn’t
tests on Earth have shown its existence? And the additional
factor of simple stress through being on the Station eight
months and more instead of the originally-planned three
was not going to be all that important. Angelo, who like
most men in his profession was a jackleg psychologist,
couldn’t quite accept the notion. It would take more than
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stress to defuse a previously fused personality; anyhow, it
would take more than the stress of being aboard the Station.
Maybe, if people were shooting at you all the time, and
while that was going on there was a dentist at work on
back teeth with a drill, and somebody was playing the
electronic music of, say, John Cage or one of those old mad-
men as a background to it all-maybe then you could talk
about . stress causing personality split. In a situation like
that, there was very little, Angelo told himself, that wouldn’t
split, straight down the middle. Starting with that dentist, if
Angelo had anything to say about it.

But such foozling got him nowhere. He sniffed experi-
mentally, realized that his nose had cleared—he’d been
a good deal too busy during the past days to pay any atten-
tion to the sniffles he’d been developing—and this cure
answered to an old theory of his that what most colds wanted
was attention, like naughty children; stop paying attention
to them, and they’'d go away. As his had.

It was a bright spot. It was, for a time, the only bright
spot in his world.

He reviewed the crew again. They passed in parade be-
fore his mind’s eye (with Juli waiting perhaps an extra
second so that he could really get a good look at her. . . .
My goodness, those sex-suppressants really had given out,
hadn’t they?) and he could only shrug with helplessness.
Nobody could be the saboteur. But somebody had to be.

Maybe—just maybe—there really was an alien. Angelo
tried to recall how many times he had edged up to that
thought, and how many times as slowly edged away. It was
one thing to say that, if there was an alien, he’d be a re-
markably stupid one—but who was to “decide that aliens
couldn’t be remarkably stupid? Did they all have to be geni-
uses? Maybe there were backward aliens, underendowed
types with, like Winnie-the-Pooh, very little brain. And, if
so...
If so, he suddenly realized, there was a way to prove it.
If the aliens were moving not only in mysterious but in
downright idiotic ways their horrors to perform, Angelo knew
just how he might be able to track them down.

Unfortunately, his method involved a little cooperation
from Woorden. From (if you please, and Angelo didn’t) Lieu-
tenant Commander Woorden, navigation officer.

Well, every silver lining had a cloud hidden in it some-
where, he told himself, wondering whether or not that meant
anything,.
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Woorden, standing like an Old Testament figure at the
door of his offices, looked at little Angelo with something
approaching contempt. “You want me to do this thing?” he
asked. “You wish me to perform this remarkably unnec-
essary evolution? You are quite serious? It is not some sort
of joke?”

“Yes,” Angelo said, “and no.”

Woorden said “What?” but Angelo was going on regard-
less.

“Yes,” he said, “I want you to do this thing. No, it is
not a joke. If you throw me four questions at once, what
do you expect? Sensible answers?”

Refraining from pointing out that Angelo himself had
tossed two questions at once (perhaps, Angelo thought, he
didn’t realize the fact), Woorden said, “But it is nonsense.
This idea of yours—do you know what havoc it may work
among the personnel? You must think carefully before you
make your requests, Mr. DiStefano.” His voice was mild, but
behind it thundered Jahweh himself—so normal a matter
for Woorden that Angelo didn’t give it a second thought.

“Havoc isn’t important,” Angelo said. “This is.” He didn’t
tell Woorden just why it was important, on the principle
that had kept him going for days: as long as there was
the slightest possibility that he was dealing with a saboteur
aboard the Station, his best bet was to keep his eyes open and
his mouth shut. The picture this phrase evoked reminded
Angelo just a little of a large bass refusing to snap at a
hook, but he resolutely ignored that. “And it isn’t a request;
it’s an order.” He reminded himself to make a tape of that
phrase, and have a mechanical carry it around for him: he
-was getting awfully tired of having to say it.

Woorden muttered something in a language Angelo didn’t
understand. Then, very slowly and heavily, he nodded. “All
right,” he said. “All right. What you want—it will be done
for you. If you will return to your own offices, I will inform
you by radio what has been done as soon as possible.”

“You're sure you can—" Angelo began.

“I am absolutely sure,” Woorden said. But somehow, An-
gelo told himself, he didn’t look it. And, on the way back to
the TIC room, he wondered what that lack of certainty
meant. And the look of panic on Woorden’s face during an
earlier interview . . .

Nothing, probably. After all, the man had had almost
nothing to do with his instruments since they’d locked on
to the Station eight months before. A little nervousness, a
little fear, might be perfectly natural.

64



Angelo went on telling himself that until he reached TIC.
Once there, he sent out an intercom call for Korky.

“I want you to check out the target scopes,” he said when
the slow-spoken Slav arrived. “I've got to know if they're
functioning perfectly.”

“Function? Perfect?” Korky asked, in the same guttural
abandon which was his usual tone. “Of course not. Nothing
on Station functions perfect. All gone to pieces, all gone
to small bits.” He waved his arms. He was not, Angelo
saw, exactly sober this time—but, then, he wasnt exactly
drunk either. It was sometimes hard to tell with Korky: the
big Russian was generally at least half-seas’ over, but that
first half didn’t really show up unless you knew where to
look for it. In the current Station gravity (seven-eighths
normal, for a wonder), a little weaving and lurching wasn’t
really out of place, and Korky wove and lurched with the
best of them, looking just a little like one of his own mechan-
icals as he did so.

“Nevertheless,” Angelo said, “I want these checked out.
Now that we’re on alert you know how important that can
be.”

“Ah,” Korky said, in a sigh Angelo had never truly found
letters for. “Everything important, everything vital. I know
that, too. But can only do what is possible. I send mechan-
ical up to fix.”

“I'll be waiting for him,” Angelo said. The big cook and
maintenance man turned and managed to find his way to
the door. There, as the door dilated, he paused with his
hand bracing him against a wall.

“You find nothing wrong, you come to tell me,” Korky
said. “Only thing on Station that works right, then. We have
big celebration.”

“Sure,” Angelo said. “Only thing that works right—except
for the bombs.”

“Bombs?” Korky said with real horror. “You never use
bombs. They make too much to destroy. Not good. Better
even fall to bits little by little, but never use bombs. You
promise?”

“Korky,” Angelo said, “I can only do what I-"

“Promise?” The man was very big. His voice was threat-
ening, guttural, deep. And what did a few words matter?

“Sure,” Angelo said. “I promise. I'll never set the bombs
off.”

Later on—much later—he remembered that.

But by that time, of course, it was too.late.



The mechanical that was fiddling with dials and panels,
Angelo noticed, had one full-human hand (except that the
fingers ended in screwdrivers of remarkably small size) and
it looked so happy and peaceful. Except that mechanicals
never hummed. In proper operation they never even made
a sound.

This one was going clunk at irregular intervals, and, once
in about every six clunks, emitting from somewhere in its
interior a tiny wheep. Angelo sighed. Korky had been right:
nothing on the Station worked the way it should. In fact,
even the lights were flickering, as if undecided whether or
not to stay on.

Meanwhile, the intercom boomed out, “We are now re-
aligned. Mr. DiStefano, we are now realigned.” Woorden,
despite his fears, had shown himself a master of his craft:
on board the Station, no one had felt so much as a single
jar when the massive wheel tumed the Station to just
where Angelo had wanted it—its armaments lining up on
Mars and the moon.

The mechanical continued its apparently aimless fiddling,
now and again clunking or wheeping. Angelo waited until
it was through, and began to turn and go out the door
(which it opened, as Korky had obviously instructed it).
When it had gone Korky’s voice came through instantly:

“Nothing wrong with scopes. We have big celebration—
only thing on whole Station works right.”

All right, Angelo told himself, there was nothing wrong.
In that case . . .

He went to the scopes and lined up Mars and the moon
as possible targets.

And the scopes refused.

Neither target would show up, neither one would be
accepted by the machinery. And if the machinery, as far
as Korky and his mechanicals could tell, was in perfect
working order, then . . .

Then, he told himself sickly, he had an alien on board.

An alien aboard the Station. The thought was almost too
familiar to be frightening, but Angelo managed to be fright-
ened in spite of that.

There was still one more thing to try. A radio link to
Woorden was operative. He keyed it in, and heard the
Boer’s voice asking with a dull anger, “What now, Mr. Di-
Stefano? What now?”

It was a good question. “Realign the Station,” Angelo
said, “and then key in the bombs manually. They can’t be
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fired without the automatics okaying it, so there’s no need
to worry—"

“l am quite familiar with the operation of these—these
horror-things, Mr. DiStefano,” Woorden replied.

“Okay, then,” Angelo said. “Let’s run a check: manuals
against the scopes from here. Take all the time you want.”

“Half hour,” Woorden said, and the link cut off.

Angelo waited. Time slid slowly by. An alien? Or a schiz-
oid Angelo? Or one (or six) of the station personnel? Or—

Or what? He had the strange feeling that he had slipped
past the solution not only once, but over and over in his
reveries, but no matter how he went back to check he could
find nothing but puzzle upon puzzle, question upon ques-
tion. Time ticked by. The eclipse was nearing. And during
the eclipse the Asian Land Armmy would probably attack,
selling the thing to their men, who were as ignorant of
astronomy as any normal group of peasants, as a sign from
the heavens of their coming success.

Time went by.

And Woorden reported, “Realigned, Mr. DiStefano. Please
give me information for your manual check.”

Angelo targeted Asia on the scopes. The scopes appeared
to respond perfectly. At random, he picked a possible city
and keyed in Hanoi in New China. The scopes showed up
Hanoi.

Angelo repeated the reading to- Woordon over the radio
link. “Please set this reading manually, and report result,”
he said.

And more time went by . . . until Woorden at last replied:

“Reading corresponding to yours is targeted for New
York, Mr. DiStefano. Is this satisfactory?”

Oh, sure, Angelo thought. It is just fine. Wonderful. Not
only are the scopes grandly picking every target on the face
of the Earth—they are now lying about what target they've
picked. ,

Now, he asked himself dully, what’s to be done?

There was, of course, only one last desperate move.

A

X1v

ANGELO entered the Comm Center at a dead run, and
skidded to a stop before the great desk. Chris, behind it,
was lovingly turning a tiny electronic part over and over in
his“ hands. When Angelo burst in he looked up, startled.
You almost made me drop thatl” he said. “Angelo, you're
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going to have to take some care. After all, these are ma-
chines I've got here. Machines; understand?”

Almost, Angelo did. But he wasted no time on commiser-
ation. “I've got to have a hookup with UN HQ,” he said.
The missiles would not fire on prescribed targets. They were
going to blanket the Earth, Therefore, the UN had to be
told that the missiles could not, under any circumstances
whatever, be fired. And told, in view of the coming eclipse,
very fast indeed.

“You can’t have one,” Chris said sullenly.

“But I've got to—"

“It doesn’t matter.” The little man’s sweet voice was sad
and distant. “Board’s burmmed out—too much of it, anyhow.
I warned you.”

“Spares,” Angelo said. “We've got to have="

“Not after eight months, we don’t,” Chris Shaw said
flatly. “There are no spares. Nothing to rig a new board
with, nothing to get you the UN hookup with, nothing to
make most of this operation live again.” He stared down
tragically at the shining little part.

“But you don’t know how important—"

“It doesn’t matter,” Chris said. “There isn’t any way.”

Angelo shut his eyes. Somewhere, there had to be an
answer. Somewhere, he knew, there was an answer to every-
thing—to the Station’s problems, to the scopes, to the mis-
siles, the gravity, the lights, the mechanicals . . . but he
couldn’t think of—

Suddenly, he could. He opened his eyes.

“The mechanicals,” he said.

“The what?” Chris said. “Angelo, they havent got any
power. If you want to try to broadcast through a mechani-
cal—the thing’s impossible. Absolutely impossible. Don’t joke
like that.”

“Not broadcast through one,” Angelo said. “But suppose
we catch one and cannibalize it for spare parts?”

There was a long, astonished, and respectful silence.

“You know,” Chris said with awe, “we could do it. Those
mechs have all we need—have to fiddle with the stuff a
little, but nothing difficult, not really. Now, if we took one
of the F6FX platens from the power pack and hooked it
in with a sustaining grid to spread the power, we'd—no,
you'd have to have copper plate, too, but that’s no problem.
There’s plenty of copper aboard, nobody knows what for
except minor repairs. Wire, some of it, but there’s some in
plate form too, and we can—"

“Chris,” Angelo said.
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“_start with that, use the platens and the grid, and by-
pass one whole sector of the board. If we need to rig a
substitute for resistors, there’s enough stuff inside the mechs
to do that without much rearranging; some of it’s right in
the circuitry, and we only have to hook it out, and for the
rest we can shadow out a printed circuit with a couple of
inches of—"

“Chris,” Angelo said desperately.

Chris blinked. “What?”

“Don’t tell me how you can do it,” Angelo said. “Just tell
me whether you can or not, and we'll go out and catch us
a mechanical. Please?”

“Well,” Chris said, “well, one more thing.”

Angelo sighed. “What?” he asked.

“We can't tell Korky. He loves those crazy mechs. He'd
kill us.”

“I suppose so,” Angelo said. “But, as for catching one . . .”

“No problem, no problem,” Chris said airily, “I can get
into the service corridors and flush one out. Or there ought
to be one passing shortly. Nothing to it.” The midget beamed.
“Angelo, it’'s a great idea. Hooking the board up again—
why, it'll be just like old times!”

Angelo shivered. He flipped an intercom button, con-
nected himself with Woorden, and ordered him to discon-
nect the automatic and stand by on manual control. Woor-
den sounded oddly pale, sad, washed-out, and Angelo asked,
“What’s wrongp” .

“Wrong?” Woorden repeated listlessly. “Nothing. Nothing
at all.” There was a click.

Well, Angelo told himself, this was no time to brood
about the navigator. Instead, he followed Chris to the air
lock, where Chris began suiting up for a trip into the
service corridors. Before the midget got his space job on,
though, Angelo heard a clanking, and tapped him.

“One coming,” he said. “Down the corridor.”

They jumped for the door and burst out into the corridor
just as Dr. Emmis, with a wild stare on his face, came run-
ning toward them. “Wait—wait—listen]” the doctor was
shouting. “This is important! DiStefano, Shaw, wait—!"

]')I'here was no time to wait. They flung themselves on the
robot.
 The robot unexpectedly (to put it mildly) lunged to one
side. Angelo, Chris, and—drawn in by the situation—Dr.
Emmis flung themselves at it. The robot was flailing as if,
impossibly, it was trying to get away.

And then the impossible became fact. As Dr. Emmis went
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on screaming, “It’s vital . . . Korky’s been taking LSD or
something like it, doesn’t know it. You have to listen to mel”
his voice was drowned out.

The robot began to hoot. The hooting was brand-new,
impossible, and very loud. Chris was holding the head,
gripping the pointed ears; Angelo was down below, and Dr.
Emmis was grabbing for anything he could get. And the
robot went on. No word could be heard. The hooting was
constant.

It was a signal, Angelo thought, a signal of some kind.
The entire Station echoed unbearably with it, and it went
on and on.

Even after five other robots came out of the walls, and
headed for the three human beings.

The Station was under attack . . . from within.

The robot went on hooting. Angelo was certain he would
go mad, and longed for it as a relief.

The five other robots, armed with only their metal bodies
and their tool-like hands—which was enough—came on.

“Help!” Chris was saying, barely audible in the space be-
tween hoots. “Help! Help!”

But, of course, there wasn’t any.
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PART THREE

XV

THE robots had arms that ended in welding torches, which
was not, Angelo told himself, a pleasing sight. As they came
closer, the torches ignited.

There was no doing battle with these flaming maniacs.
Angelo and Dr. Emmis realized this at the same time, and
began to disengage themselves from the mechanical they
had already tried to capture. Chris, however, was deaf to
pleas, entreaties or just plain common sense. A device on
the robot’s back fascinated him, and he was trying to dis-
assemble it as the other two prepared for a strategic, and
very hurried, retreat.

Now all the robots were hooting, a sound which echoed
through the Station as if all the electronic musicians of a
hundred years before had simultaneously gone mad. Angelo,
watching those lit torches with one eye, trying to fight the
mechanical with the help of ancther, and watching Chris
with a third (people seemed to grow these extra limbs, or
something, in emergencies), finally managed to drag Chris
off the thing and pull him along a path to a safety that was
at least temporary: Angelo’s pride and joy, the TIC room. .

The fight continued, though. Now, as Angelo looked back,
he saw the five new mechanicals beginning to carve up the
hooting one. Well, he told himself, as long as they're fight-
ing among themselves they’re not going to bother us. He
wished he believed that.

Suddenly, Chris, holding the object he’d wrested from
the mechanical, broke free.

“Hey,” Angelo said helplessly.

“Going to Comm Center,” the midget said breathlessly.
“Got a passage through the service corridors, or some other
way—don’t worry about me. Have to analyze this thing.
Looks like a brain or something. Don’t worry, I'll be in
touch.”
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And he was gone. Angelo thought the notion over. If the
mechanicals had brains, then the mechanicals could think

. and what did that mean?

He didn't instantly know. But he knew it wasn’t going to
be pleasant when he finally figured it out.

Far from it. Angelo rushed down the corridor—meeting
no other mechanicals, for a welcome change—and reached
the door of TIC. Dr. Emmis followed him in. The door
dilated open, and then shut: they were safe and protected.

Now, Angelo told himself, they had nothing to worry
about—except (in order):

a. The eclipse.

b. The Asian Second Land Army.

c. The missiles, which would fire—but not on assigned

targets.

d. The mechanicals, who might at any second burn their

way through the door.

e. Whatever it was Chris was holding.

f. And whatever it was Dr. Emmis had been saying so

frantically.

“All right,” Angelo said when both sets of breathing ap-
paratus had returned to something like normal, “what did
you mean about Korky?”

The doctor took a deep, ragged breath, his eyes filled
with horror.

XVl

“KORKIANOVICH has a great deal of LSD in his system,”
Dr. Emmis said. “I cannot convey to you the seriousness of
this.”

“Convey it to the mechanicals,” Angelo said. “They’re
certainly serious enough. What Korky's interior system has
to do with that I can’t imagine, but we can worry about the
health of our cook a little later, when were sure we'll be
around to eat what he cooks. After all, Doctor—"

“Please,” Dr. Emmis said, in the same gasping, horrified
tone. “You don’t understand, DiStefano. From somewhere—
I would suspect a trace element in wherever his alcohol is
coming from, and my analysis gives a fair idea of that, as
well DlStefano do we have any rye on board?”

“Ryer” Angelo said. “There’s no alcohol of any kind. Noth-
ing like that—

“No, no,” Dr. Emmis said impatiently. “Rye. The grain,
not the whlskey Is there any of that on the Stationp”
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“There must be some,” Angelo said. “Juli—Dr. Dental
would know. What with the plants and the ecological ex-
periments and everything else that got sent up here, for one
reason or another, there’s bound to be. But what does some
grain or other have to do with the mechanjcals?”

Dr. Emmis snapp