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[OR the benefit of any science-fiction writers who may be wast-
ing their productive time by reading this page, we offer news
of a device which may solve any number of plot problems.

Under development at the University of Michigan is a gimmick
which will enable experimenters to distinguish sub-atomic particles
moving at 99.9 per cent of the speed of light from other particles
moving at only 99.8 per cent of the speed of light.

Since light travels at 186,000 miles a second, the device in effect
permits physicists to measure the time it takes light to travel rough-
ly three-eighths of an inch.

Sometimes we feel we ought to change the title of the magazine
to “Super-AMAZING,” just to keep ahead of developments!

We've noticed a trend in letters from readers to mix praise for
our March issue with a cynical disbelief that we can keep up the
standards it set. Well, for your information, we did not shoot our
bolt in one issue. As evidence we sumbit: 1) the contents page of
this issue, with its top-name writers; 2) the schedule for next
month, which includes Asimov, Sheckley, Bradbury, Young, and Sil-
verberg; and, 3) an advance peek into our inventory for the future
—where we have stored, like precious jewels, full-length novels and
short stories by such authors as Poul Anderson, Fritz Leiber, Mar-
ion Zimmer Bradley, Robert  Bloch, Murray Leinster—to mention
just a few.

Make no mistake—AMAZING is going to keep on giving you the
most consistently top-rank science-fiction available. And at no in-
crease in price, no decrease in frequency, and without any trickery
about how many pages of solid reading matter you get for your
quarter. The only thing going up around here is quality !—NL.
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THE STARS ARE CALLING,

MR. KEATS

By ROBERT F. YOUNG

ILLUSTRATOR SUMMERS

We had much in common with the queegy
bird: a kind of lameness, a wistful yearn-
ing, and a memory for certain things...

UBBARD had seen queegy

birds before, but this was
the first time he had ever seen
a lame one.
- However, if you discounted its
crooked left leg, it didn’t differ
particularly from the other
birds on display. It had the same
bright yellow topknot and the
same necklace of blue polka
dots; it had the same royal blue
beads of eyes and the same pale-
green breast; it had the same
bizarre curvature of beak and
the same outlandish facial ex-
pression. It was about six inches
long, and it weighed in the
neighborhood of one and a quar-
ter ounces—

Hubbard realized that he had
paused. The clerk, a high-
breasted girl wearing one of the
latest translucent dresses, was
looking at him questioningly
from the other side of the bird

counter. He cleared his throat.
“What happened to its leg?” he
asked.

The girl shrugged. “Got broke
during shipment. We marked
him down but nobody’ll buy him
anyway. They want it in tip-top
shape.”

“I see,” Hubbard said. Men-
tally he reviewed the little he
knew about queegy birds: they
were native to Queeg, a primi-
tive province of the Venerian
Tri-State Republic; they could
remember practically anything
if it was repeated to them once
or twice; they responded to as-
sociation words; they were
highly adaptable, but they re-
fused to breed anywhere except
in their native habitat, so the
only way to commercialize them
was by shipping them from
Venus to Earth; fortunately
they were sturdy enough to en-
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dure the acceleration and decel-
eration that shipment involved—

Shipment . . .

“It’s been in space then!”
Hubbard spoke the words before
he thought.

The girl made a malicious
moue, nodded. “I always said
space was for the birds.”

Hubbard knew he was sup-
posed to laugh. He even tried
to. After all, the girl had no
way of knowing that he was an
ex-spaceman. On the surface he
looked just like any other mid-
dle-aged man wandering through
a five and ten dollar store on a
February afternoon. But he
couldn’t laugh. No matter how
hard he tried.

The girl didn’t seem to no-
tice. She went on in the same
vein: “I wonder why it is that
eggheads are the only people
who ever travel te the stars.”

Because they're the only ones
who can stand the loneliness and
even they can stand it just so
long, Hubbard almost said. In-
stead, he said, “What do you do
with them when nobody wants
them?”

“. . . Oh, you mean the birds.
Well, first you take a paper bag
and pump some natural gas into
it, you don’t need very much,
then you—"

“How much is it?”

“You mean the lame one?”

“Yes.”

“You are a tesseract, aren’t
you! . .. 6.95—plus 17.50 for
the cage.”

“I'll take it,” Hubbard said.

6

The cage was awkward to
carry and the cover kept sliding
off and every time it did the
queegy bird gave a loud cheep!
and the people on the airbus,
and afterwards on the suburban
street, turned and stared, and
Hubbard couldn’t help feeling
like a fool. )

He'd had hopes of getting his
purchase into the house and up
the stairs to his room without
his sister getting her eyes on it.
He should have known better.
Alice got her eyes on every-
thing. “Now what have you
gone and thrown your money
away on?” she said, coming into
the hall just as he closed the
front door.

Hubbard turned toward her
resignedly. “A queegy bird,” he
said.

“A queegy bird!” The look,
which he had long ago classified
as “compulsive-aggressive with
frustration overtones,” settled
upon her face, flaring her nos-
trils, thinning her lips, giving
an odd flattening effect to her
cheeks. She snatched off the
cover, peered into the cage.
“Well what do you know,” she
said. “And a crippled one at
that!”

“It isn’t a monster,” Hubbard
said. “It’s just a bird. Quite a
small one, in fact. It won’t take
up much room and I'll make
sure that it doesn’t bother any-
body.”

Alice gave him a long, cold
look. “You’d better!” she said.
“I can just imagine what Jack’s
going to say when I tell him.”

AMAZING STORIES



that is all ye know on Earth . . .

“'Beauty is truth, truth beauty



Abruptly she turned and walk-
ed away. “Supper’s at six,” she
said over her shoulder.

He ascended the stairs slowly.
He felt tired, defeated. They
were right when they said that
the longer you lived in space,
the more remote your chances
became of ever being re-accepted
by society. Space was big, and in
space you thought big; in space
you read big books written by
big men. You changed, you grew
different . . . and eventually,
even your relatives got to hate
you.

Though God knew, you tried
to be just like everybody else on
the surface. You tried to say the
same things everybody else said,
you tried to do the same things
everybody else did. You made it
a point never to call anyone a
“fish.” But there was always the
inevitable slip of the tongue,
the inevitable unorthodox ac-
tion, and then the staring hostile
faces and finally the inevitable
ostracism. You couldn’t quote
Schweitzer in a society that con-
ceived of God as a rosy-cheeked
philanthropist piloting a winged
Cadillac. You couldn’t admit to
liking Wagner in a civilization
addicted to cowboy operettas—

You couldn’t buy a crippled
queegy bird in a world that had
forgotten—if indeed it had ever
known—the meaning of the
phrase, “reverence for life.”

Twenty-five years, he thought.
The best twenty-five years of
my life. And all I've got to show
for them are a lonely room, and
a pittance of a pension that

won’t even let me retain my self-
respect.

And yet he didn’t regret the
years: the slow magnificent
drifting of the stars; the inde-
scribable moment when a new
planet swam into your ken, grew
from a gold or green or azure
mote into a sphere that eclipsed
the entire cosmos. And the com-
ing in, with the new land rising
up in green greeting, singing
of splendors both beautiful and
terrible, of strange horizons;
of civilizations undreamed of by
piscine man groping his unin-
spired way beneath his incalcu-
lable tons of atmosphere on the
deep sea bottom of Earth.

No, he didn’t regret the years,
no matter what their price had
been. You had to pay high prices
for valuable things, and if you
were afraid to pay, you went
destitute all your life. Spiritual-
ly destitute, intellectually desti-
tute—

The nothingness of body and
the all of mind, the pure flow of
thought: the unhindered pas-
sages through the staid corri-
dors of knowledge, the breath-
less sojourns in cathedrals built
of 'phrase and word; the rare
and shining moments when you
glimpsed the star-patterned face
of God—

Yes, and those other mo-
ments, too, the soul-shattering
moments when you glimpsed, in
your aloneness, the abysmal
deeps of hell . . .

He shuddered. Slowly he re-
turned to the bottom of the sea,
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found himself facing the bleak
facade of his bedroom door. Re-
luctantly his fingers closed upon
the knob, turned—

Opposite the doorway, a book-
case burst with well-worn books.
To the right was the battered
article of furniture which he
faithfully referred to as his
desk, but whose drawers held not
papers nor pen nor log book, but
underwear and socks and shirts
and all the other bodily impedi-
menta that mortal man is heir
to. His bed, narrow and hard the
way he believed beds should be,
stood like a stubborn Spartan by
the window, the toes of his oth-
er shoes peeping from beneath
the hem of the spread.

He set the cage on the desk
and removed his hat and coat.
The queegy bird, after a blue
appraisal of its new surround-
ings, hopped lopsidedly down
from its perch and went to work
on one of the cups of piwi seeds
that had been included with the
cage. Hubbard watched for a
while—before it occurred to him
that it was impolite to watch
somebody else eat, even when
that somebody else was a queegy
bird; then he hung his coat and
hat in the closet, went down the
hall to the bathroom and washed
up. By the time he returned, the
queegy bird had finished its re-
past and was regarding itself
contemplatively in its mirror.

“I think it’s about time for
your first lesson,” Hubbard said.
“Let’s see what you can do with
Keats: ‘Beauty is truth, truth
beauty—that is all ye know on

Earth, and all ye mneed to
know.” ” :
The queegy bird regarded him

obliquely with one blue eye. The

seconds scampered by. “All
right,” Hubbard said presently,
“let’s try again: ‘Beauty is
truth—'”

“«

—truth beauty—that is all
ye know on Earth, and all ye
need to know!’”

Hubbard's weight settled
back on his heels. The words had
been uttered almost without in-
tonation, and in a rather gravel-
ly voice. Nevertheless, they had
been precise and clear, and
marked the first time in his life
he had ever heard anyone—out-
side of another spaceman—give
utterance to anything that did
not directly or indirectly con-
cern a bodily need or function.
He touched his cheek a little
tremulously. Why, he wondered,
hadn’t he thought of buying a
queegy bird a long time ago?

“I think,” he said, “that be-
fore we go any farther, we'd
better give you a name. Suppose
we make it ‘Keats,” as long as
we started with him. Or, better
vet, ‘Mr. Keats,” since we've got
to establish your sex one way or
another. I admit it’s a rather
arbitrary way of doing so, but
I never thought to ask whether
vou were a boy bird or a girl
bird.”

“Keats,” Mr. Keats said.

“Fine! And now we’ll try a
line or two from Shelley—"” (In
the background of his mind,
Hubbard was aware of a car
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pulling into the drive, of voices
in the downstairs hall; but in
his absorption with Mr. Keats,
he paid no attention.)

“‘Tell me, thou Star, whose
wings of light
Speed thee in thy fiery flight,
In what cavern of the night
Will thy pinions close
now?’ ”

“‘Tell me, thou Star—' " Mr.
Keats began.

“Now I've really had it. A
queegy bird reciting poetry!”

Reluctantly, Hubbard turned.
His brother-in-law was standing
in the doorway. Usually he kept
his door closed. Tonight he had
forgotten. “Yes,” he said, “he
recites poetry. Is there a law
against it?”

“‘—whose wings of light—""
Mr. Keats went on.

Jack shook his head. He was
35, looked 40, and thought 15.
“No, there isn’t,” he said. “But
there should be.”

“ ‘Speed thee
ﬂight_’ ”

“I disagree,” Hubbard said.

“‘In what cavern of the
night—' "

“And there should also be a
law against bringing them in
human houses!”

“Will  thy
MOW e ;

“Are you trying to tell me
that I can’t keep him?”

“Not exactly. But I'm telling
you to keep him far away from
me!

n thy fiery

pinions close

They carry germs, you
know.”
10

“So do you,” Hubbard said. He
didn’t mean to say it, but he
couldn’t resist.

Jack’s nostrils flared, his lips
thinned, his cheeks grew flat.
0Odd, Hubbard reflected, how
twelve years of marriage could
make the physical reactions of
two people identical. “Just keep
it away from me, that’s all! And
keep it away from the kids, too.
I don’t want it poisoning their
minds with that claptrap talk
you're teaching it!”

“T’ll keep it away from them,
don’t worry about that,” Hub-
bard said. :

“Want your door closed ?”

Yo"

Abruptly the room trembled
from the impact of wood on
wood. Mr. Keats nearly jumped
through the bars of his cage.
Hubbard headed furiously for
the hall.

He never reached it. What
would be the sense, he asked him-
self, of giving them the one ex-
cuse they needed to evict him?
His pension wasn’t enough to
enable him to live anywhere else
—unless he hit Derelict Alley
and his temperament precluded
his supplementing it through
employment. Sooner or later
he’d betray himself to his fel-
low workers, just as he always
did, and be railroaded or ridi-
culed—it didn’t matter which—
off the job.

Miserably, he turned away
from the door. Mr. Keats had
calmed down somewhat, but his
pale-green breast still rose and
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fell at an accelerated rhythm.
Hubbard bent over the cage.
“I'm sorry, Mr. Keats,” he said.
“I guess birds can’t afford to be
different any more than humans
can.”

He was late for supper. Jack,
Alice, and the kids were already
at the table when he entered the
ration room, and Jack was say-
ing, “I'm getting damned sick
of his insolence. After all, if it
wasn’t for me, where would he
be? Derelict Alley, that’s
where!”

“T’ll speak to him,” Alice said.

“Now’s as good a time as
any,” Hubbard said, -sitting
down and opening his vacuum-
ized supper-pak.

Alice gave him the injured
look she reserved for such occa-
sions. “Jack was just telling me
how rude you were to him. I
think you should apologize. Aft-
er all this is his house.”

Hubbard was trembling inside.
Usually he backed down when-
ever his obligations were thrown
in his face. Tonight, somehow
he couldn’t. “I’ll concede,” he
said, “that you've given me a
room to sleep in and that you
feed me, and that I'm unable to
pay you enough for either serv-
ice to permit you to make a
profit. But such munificence
hardly entitles you to a slice of
my soul every time I try to pre-
serve my dignity as a human be-
ing.”

Alice looked at him blankly
for a moment. Then: “No one's
asking you for a slice of your

soul! Why do you talk that way,
Ben?”

“He talks that way because he
used to be a spaceman,” Jack
interrupted. “That’s the way
they talk in space—to them-
selves, of course. It keeps them
from going crazy—or keeps
them from knowing they already
are crazy!”

Nancy, who was 8, and Jim-
my, who was 11, broke into si-
multaneousy giggles. Hubbard
cut a small square of his near-
steak. The trembling in him was
worse than ever. Then he
thought of Mr. Keats, and the
trembling went away. He looked
coldly around the table. For the
first time in years he was not
afraid. “If the present gather-
ing is an index to the norm,” he
said, “perhaps we are -crazy.
Thank God for that! There may
be hope!”

Jack’s and Alice’s faces were
skin-tight masks. But neither of
them said a word. Supper was
resumed. Hubbard seldom ate
very much. He was rarely hun-
gry.

But tonight he had an excel-
lent appetite.

The next day was Saturday.
Usually Hubbard washed Jack’s
car Saturday morning. Not this
Saturday morning. After break-
fasting, he retired to his room
and spent the next three hours
with Mr. Keats. Descartes, this
time, and Nietzsche and Hume.
Mr. Keats didn’t do quite so well
with pure prose, though. A
phrase or two on any one sub-
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ject was about the extent of his
abilities.

Apparently poetry was his
forte.

In the afternoon Hubbard
visited the spaceport, as was his
custom, and watched the shuttle-
ships come and go. The Flame
and the Wanderer; the Promise
and the Song. The Promise was
his favorite. He’d surfaced on
that one himself—a long time
ago, it seemed now, though it
wasn’t really. Two or three
years, maybe—no more than
that. . . . Taken up equipment
and personnel to the orbiting
freighters and brought back
Centaurian bauxite and Martian
ore and Sirian chrome and all
the other elements man needed
to perpetuate his complex civi-
lization.

Piloting a shuttle-ship was a
sort of prelude to piloting
a freighter. It gave you a
chance to find out whether you
could take that awesome moment
when you emerged from the
depths and rode free on the star-
isled sea of space. If you could
take it, and could continue to
take it, you were eligible for the
big boats and the long runs.

Trouble was, when you grew
older, your personal universe
shrank, no matter what you did
to stop it, and the aloneness of
the long runs grew with you;
grew to a point where even the
corridors of knowledge and the
cathedrals built of phrase and
word no longer helped, grew till
you psychoed out once too many
times and were given the plank

12

—consigned forever to the bot-
tom of the sea. If piloting a
freighter had been an operation
complex enough to occupy your
time, instead of a long and lone-
ly vigil in a cockpit filled with
self-operating controls and noth-
ing else, or if Interstellar and
the other space transportation
outfits did not have to operate
on so slender a margin of profit
that payloads had to be comput-
ed down to the last pound, the
situation might have been dif-
ferent.

If, Hubbard thought, standing
in the snow outside the space-
port fence. If, he thought,
watching the ships come in,
watching the huge mobile docks
trundle over to the pads and fill
their ravenous bins with ore and
bauxite and magnesium. If, he
thought, watching the ships
climb up beyond the blue where
the freighters orbited on the
soundless surface of the sea...

When the afternoon shadows
lengthened and the daylight be-
gan to dwindle, he debated, as
usual, on whether to stop in and
see McCaffrey, the port opera-
tions chief. As usual, and for the
same reason, he decided not to.
It was the same reason that
made him avoid the company of
other ex-spacemen like himself :
the nostalgia such meetings
evoked was too poignant for
him to bear.

He turned away, walked along
the fence to the gate, and, when
the airbus came in, boarded it
and went home.

AMAZING STORIES



March came, and winter blend-
ed into spring. Rains washed
the snow away; gutters churned
with muddy water, and lawns
took on a naked look. The first
robins began to appear.

Hubbard rigged up a perch
for Mr. Keats in front of the
bedroom window. Mr. Keats
would sit there all day, flying
back to his cage every now and
then for a snack of piwi seeds.
He liked the mornings best of
all, the mornings with- the sun
breasting the rooftop of the
house next door, all bright and
golden, and when the brightness
struck the window and washed
all through the room, he would
fly in swift ecstatic figure-eights
and loops and spirals, chirping
at the top of his voice, returning
to his perch and miraculously
re-alighting on one foot: a gold-
en mote, winged and living, a
part of the sun itself, a part of
the morning; a feathered ex-
clamation point emphasizing
each new beauty the day di-
vulged.

Under Hubbard’s tutelage, his
repertoire grew and grew. The
most casual remark was bound
to contain at least one associa-
tion word capable of provoking
a reaction, and the resultant
quotation would range anywhere
from Juvenal to Joyce, from
Rousseau to Russell, or from
Euripides to Eliot. He had a
penchant for the first two lines
of - “Dover Beach,” and often
would recite them without any
provocation at all.

During this period, Hubbard’s

sister and brother-in-law left
him pretty much alone. They did
not even remark about his
shirking his Saturday morning
carwash job, nor even so much
as mention Mr. Keats. Hubbard
wasn’t fooled. They were wait-
ing, and he knew it: waiting till
he gave them whatever oppor-
tunity they were looking for,
waiting till he turned his back
at the right moment—

He wasn’t particularly sur-
prised when he returned from
the spaceport one Saturday aft-
ernoon and found Mr. Keats
huddled forlornly in the corner
of his cage, his feathers fluffed
up, his blue eyes glazed with
fear.

Later, at the supper table, he
saw the cat lurking in the shad-
ows of the ration room. But he
said nothing. The cat was a psy-
chological weapon: if your land-
lord permitted you to keep one
species of pet, you could hardly
object to his keeping a different
species. Instead, Hubbard had
bought a new lock for his bed-
room door and installed it him-
self. Then he bought a new catch
for the window, and made sure
that whenever he left the room,
both means of ingress were se-
curely fastened.

He sat back to wait for their
next maneuver.

He didn’t have to wait long.
This time they didn’t have to
contrive a means for getting rid
of Mr. Keats: one was thrown
right in their laps.

Hubbard came down to supper
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one night and the minute he saw
their faces, he knew. Even the
kids showed it—not so much in
the way they looked at him as in
the way they kept looking away
from him. The newspaper clip-
ping Jack shoved under his nose
was almost an anticlimax:
Queegy Bird Fever Strikes
Family of Five

Deetville, Mo., March 28, 2043
—Dr. Otis Q. Farnham today
diagnosed the illness which
stmultaneously afflicted Mr.
and Mrs. Fred Krudlow and
their three children, as quee-
gy bird fever.

Recently, Mrs. Krudlow
purchased a pair of queegy
birds at the local five and ten
dollar store. Several days ago,
the entire Krudlow family be-
gan complaining of sore
throats and aching limbs, and
Dr. Farnham was called.

“The fact that queegy bird
fever is mot a great deal more
serious than the common cold
should mot affect our attitude
towards this totally unneces-
sary disease,” Dr. Farnham
said, in a prepared statement.
“I have long deplored the un-
supervised sale of these extra-
terrestrial bird forms, and I
intend, immediately, to rec-
ommend to the WMA, a thor-
ough examination of all birds
being brought in from Venus,
all birds nmow in department
and five and ten dollar stores,
as well as all birds already
purchased and living in
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households throughout the
world. They serve no useful
purpose, and Earth will be
better off without them.”

Hubbard’s eyes trailed away
from the clipping, rested unsee-
ingly on the table. In the back
of his mind, Mr. Keats gave a
despairing peep.

Jack was beaming. “I told you
they carried germs,” he said.

“So does Dr. Farnham,” Hub-
bard said. ,

“Why what an awful thing to
say,” Alice said. “What germs
could a doctor carry?”

“The same germs all pompous
and opportunistic people carry
—the wvirii ‘publicity-hunger,’
‘ill-considered action,” and ‘xeno-
phobia,” to name a few....
He’ll do anything to get out of
his provincial rut. He'll exterm-
inate every queegy bird in the
system if he has to.”

“You're not going to talk your
way out of this one,” Jack said.
“That article says as clear as
day that queegy birds are dan-
gerous to have around.”

“So are cats and dogs. . . . So
are automobiles. If you read
about a traffic accident occur-
ring in Deetville, Missouri,
would you get rid of your car?”

“You leave my car out of
this!” Jack shouted. “And you
get that damned bird out of here
by tomorrow morning or get out
yourself!”

Alice
“Jack_"

“Shut up! I've had enough of
his high-falutin’ talk. Just be-
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cause he was a spaceman once,
he thinks he’s' better than we
are. He looks down on us because
we stay on Earth.” He confront-
ed Hubbard, pointing at him
with his finger. “All right, tell
me this, then, you’re so smart!
Just how long do you think
there’d be spacemen if there
wasn’t people like us staying
here on Earth to consume and
use what you bring back from
your damned planets? Why, if
it wasn’t for the consumer there
wouldn’t be a ship in the whole
sky. There wouldn’t even be a
civilization!”

Hubbard looked at him for a
long time. Finally he got up and
said the one word he had prom-
ised himself he would never say
to an Earth-bound mortal; the
ultimate epithet, in space argot,
whose esoteric meaning was for-
ever lost to the purblind crea-
tures of the deep—

“Fish!” he said, and turned
and left the room.

His hands were trembling
when he reached the top of the
stairs. He waited in the hall till
they steadied. It would never do
to let Mr. Keats see how upset
he was—

He censored the thought. You
could carry anthropomorphism
too far. No matter how human
Mr. Keats might seem to be, he
was still nothing but a bird. He
could talk, and he had a person-
ality, and he had his likes and
his dislikes; but he wasn’t hu-
man.

Well, then, was Jack human?

Was Alice?

Were the kids?

Well . . . Certainly.

Why, then, was Mr. Keats’
company preferable to theirs?

Because Alice and Jack and
the kids lived in a different
world, a world Hubbard had left
behind a long time ago and to
which he could never return. Mr.
Keats didn’t belong in that
world, either. He was a fellow
outcast. Moreover, he was a fel-
low outcast capable of supplying
the one thing human beings
needed most:

Companionship.

And he only weighed one and
one-quarter ounces . . .

Hubbard had just reached his
door and was fitting the new key
into the new lock, when the
thought struck him and washed
through him like clear, cold
wine. Abruptly his hands began
trembling again.

This time he didn’t notice.

“Sit down, Hub,” MeCaffrey
said. “Haven’t seen you for mil-
lennia.”

The long walk across the star-
lit tarmac and the long wait in
the crowded anteroom, with the
frosted door gleaming coldly in
the foreground, had honeycomb-
ed his confidence. But McCaffrey
was an old friend. If anybody
could understand, McCaffrey
could. If anybody would help,
McCaffrey would—

Hubbard sat down. “I won’t
waste your time with a lot of
irrelevant words, Mac,” he said.
“I want to go out again.”
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McCaffrey had a pencil be-
tween his fingers. He let the
point fall to the desktop and the
graphite tip made a brief series
of taps on the azure formica. “I
guess I don’t need to tell you
that you're 45, that you've al-
ready psychoed out more than
the critical number of times, and
that if you got up there and psy-
choed out again, you’d lose your
life and I'd lose my job.”

“No, you don’t have to tell
me,” Hubbard said . . . “You've
known me for twenty years, Mac.
Do you think I'd ask to go out if
I didn’t think I had a good
chance of making it back?”

McCaffrey raised the pencil,
let it fall again. The series of
taps hung in the air long after
the point had ceased vibrating.
“Why do you think you've got a
chance?”

“If I don’t psycho, I'll tell you
afterwards. If I do psycho, you
tell them I stole the ship. You
can fix it easy.”

“I can fix everything easy—
except my conscience.”

“What does it do to your con-
science looking across your desk
at me now, Mac?”

The pencil fell again. Da —
da — da — da — da — da-da-
dadada . . .

“They tell me you own stock
in Interstellar, Mac.”

Da — da — da — da — da—
da-dadadada . . .

“I left part of my soul in In-
terstellar. That means you own
stock in me.”

Da — da — da — da — da—
da-dadadada . .
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“I know that one or two hun-
dred pounds can spell the dif-
ference between profit and loss.
I'm not blaming you for that,
Mac. And I know that pilots are

a dime a dozen. You don’t need -

much technical training to learn
how to push buttons. But even
80, think of the money Interstel-
lar could save over a period of
time if they could use a man for
forty years instead of twenty.”

“You’d be able to tell right

away,” McCaffrey said reflec-
tively . . . “The minute you sur-
faced.”

“That’s right. In five minutes
I'd know, one way or the other.
In half an hour, you'd know.”

“There’s a run open on the
Promise . . .” Abruptly McCaf-
frey made up his mind. “Be here
at 0600 tomorrow morning,” he
said. “On the dot.”

Hubbard stood up. He touched
his cheek and his finger came
away wet. “Thanks, Mac. I'll
never forget it.”

“You hadn’t better, you old
buzzard! And you'd better get
back here whole or I won’t be
able to live with myself for the
rest of my life!”

“Be seeing you, Mac.”

Hubbard let himself out.
There was so much to do before
0600. A special box to make, a
final talk with Mr. Keats . . .

Lord, it had been so long since
he’d risen at dawn. You forgot
the watermelon color of the east-
ern sky, the slow, cool, magnifi-
cent influx of light over the
land. You forgot all the good
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things, over the years; you only
thought you remembered them.
You had to live them again to
realize what you'd lost.

It was 0545 when the airbus
set him down before the space-
port gate. The gateman was new,
and didn’t know him. At Hub-
bard’s request, he called Mac.
Presently he waved Hubbard in.
Hubbard started the long walk
across the tarmac, trying not to
look at the tall spires of the
shuttle ships standing like fairy
castles against the citron sky.
His space fatigues felt unnat-
ural, after all the years, and he
walked awkwardly in his heavy
spaceboots. He kept his hands
nestled deep in the voluminous
pockets of his jacket.

Mac was standing on the edge
of the Promise’s launching pad.
“You'll rendezvous with the
Canaveral at 0609,” he said.
That was all he said. There was
nothing else to say.

The rungs of the ladder were
numbingly cold. They seemed to
go on and on forever. No, not
quite forever. He stepped wind-
ed, into the lock. He waved to
Mac. He closed the outer door,
stepped into the cramped control
room. He closed the inner door.
He sat down on the pilot’s seat
and strapped himself in. He took
the perforated box out of his
jacket pocket. He took Mr. Keats
out of the box. He checked the
tiny acceleration couch, then he
put Mr. Keats back in the box,
on the couch, and adjusted the
small straps about the small

bird-body. “The stars are call-
ing, Mr. Keats,” he said.

He activated the *“all-clear”
signal. Presently the tower
technician began the countdown.
10 . . . Numbers, Hubbard
thought . . . 9 . . . It was like
counting the year‘x BRI
countmg the years backwards

.7 ... The lonely, starless
years . . . 6 ... Tell me, thou
Star . . .5 .. .whose wings of
light ... 4 ... Speed thee in tHy
fiery. fight -0 78 v dn Wit
cavern of the night. : o 12000 %
Will thy pinions close now . . .

And now you knew it in the
flattened hugeness of your pon-
derous body and in the swift up-
thrusting of the jets; now you
knew it in the nausea in your
stomach and in the first fingers
of fright clawing tentatively in
your brain; now you knew it in
darkening of the viewport and
in the first stabbing light of the
stars—

Abruptly the Promise emerg-
ed from the depths and floated,
bereft of apparent motion, on
the surface of the sea of space.
In the vast distances the stars
shone like brilliant buoys, light-
ing the way to unimaginable
shores . . .

There was a slight tremor as
the artificial gravity unit mur-
mured into life. Hubbard
knew normalcy again. Looking
through the viewport, he knew
fear. Alone, he thought. Alone
on the sea of space. He felt his
fingers at his collar, tearing at
the tightness and the swelling
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terror. Alone. The word was a
white lance of pure panic imbed-
ding itself deeper and deeper
into his brain. ALONE. Say it,
his mind shrieked. Say it! His
fingers dropped away from his
collar, down to the box on his
lap, and fumbled with the tiny
straps. Say it!

“Alone,” he croaked.

“You are not alone,” Mr.
Keats said, hopping up from the

little couch and perching on the
rim of the box. “I am with you.”

And slowly, excruciatingly,
the white lance withdrew.

Mr. Keats flew over and perch-
ed on a quadrant vane in front
of the viewport. He cast one
bright blue bead of an eye at the
cosmos. He ruffled his feathers.
“‘I think, therefore I am, ” he
said. “ ‘Cogite ergo sum.””

THE END
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THE
TRIGGER

By HENRY SLESAR

HE journey from Earth to

Space Station was swift
and painless, and Andrew
Legg, AP correspondent,
made the transition from
groundling to spaceman with
an ease that secretly surpris-
ed and delighted him. Strange-
ly enough, the only thing
which made him uncomfort-
able during the flight was the
exaggerated courtesy display-
ed by the officials who accom-
panied him. He could see
their point of view, of course.
The Space Station, that spin-
ning silver wheel of the night
sky, that false moon, watch-
dogging the ambition of na-
tions, that Damoclean sword
poised atomically over a ner-
vous world, had been subject-
ed to a meteor shower of
criticism. The Space Station
sponsors were public rela-

Cops and robbers
is a fine gome—
but not when you
play it on a
Space Station.

tions-minded, and a good press
notice was a consummation
devoutly to be wished. His
favorite opinion was impor-
tant.

When the rocket ship had
glided into the jutting cornu-
copia near the hub of the
giant wheel, Legg emerged in-
to the shell of the artificial
satellite and was greeted with
the same humility and ready-
to-please attitude which had
marked his trip from the be-
ginning. The commanding of-
ficer himself, General George
Segundas, was assigned to his
care.

“It's a great pleasure to
have you,” Segundas said
gravely, in a baritone befit-
ting his stalwart figure and
leonine head. “As you know,
we're deeply interested in
having the facts about the
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Station presented to the pub-
lic. There’s been so much
loose talk—”

“Not so much any more,”
Legg said affably. “Not since
press visits were permitted,
General Segundas.”

The officer bridled at the
reference. “Secrecy was es-
sential in the beginning, Mr.
Legg. The Space Station is
the mightiest weapon of the
free world, and had to be
guarded against all contingen-
cies. However, let’s get to the
business at hand. If you’ll
follow me.”

Legg followed. Segundas
talked, in a stream of drily
recited statistics that depress-
ed the newsman to the point
of interruption. He said: “If
you don’t mind, General. I
know all about the wheel
diameter, the synthetic grav-
ity, the solar power, the
waste-disposal system — all
that’s in the standard releas-
es. My assignment j's the
Trigger, General. Couldn’t we
just stick to that?”

“Certainly, Mr. Legg. If
that’s what you want.”

“That’s what I want, Gen-
eral.”

They continued their circuit
of the wheel, through the
meteorological quarters, then
the celestial-observation unit,
the water-recovery plant, the
power rooms, with the gen-
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eral maintaining a frigid and
displeased silence, until they
finally entered a wedge-shap-
ed room where the Earth-ob-
servation equipment eyed the
slowly-turning globe below.

“Since you know so much
about the Station,” the gen-
eral said wryly, “there’s no
need to describe this opera-
tion. From here, we focus our
telescopic cameras on the
Earth during our two-hour
orbit, watching for any large-
scale military preparations.
This function alone makes the
Station an implement for
peace such as the world has
never known.”

“So I've heard,” Legg said

patiently. “Yet there’s still
the Trigger.”
“Yes,” Segundas said.

“There is still the Trigger.”
He sighed, as if weary of the
argument. “I'm a military
man, Mr. Legg; I wouldn’t
conceal that fact if I could.
And along with other military
men, I don’t overestimate the
persuasions of peace. Man is
a fighting animal. Place what
restrictions you like on his
combative spirit and acquisi-
tive nature; sometimes, he
wants to fight. For that reas-
on, we have the Trigger.”
“And where is it?”
Segundas waved his arm.
“The next section of the Sta-
tion extends one-third of the
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circumference, and contains
the facilities for sending
hydrogen and cobalt atomic
missiles with deadly accuracy
to any point on Earth. You
will permit us this one defect,
Mr. Legg.” He twisted his
mouth ironically. “But not
even the Press is allowed to
inspect this unit.”

“I understand. But what I
wanted to hear, General, is
your own viewpoint on the
Trigger, and the power it
places in the hands of—how
many men?”

“There are thirty crew
members on the Station. How-
ever, only four, including my-
self, are connected with the
operation of. the Trigger
mechanism.”

“And these men—"

“Chosen with the greatest
care and longest deliberation
possible, Mr, Legg. Certainly,
you must know how rigorous
and painstaking the selection
was. Every possible psycho-
logical, ability, and loyalty
test was performed before
they were permitted to take
this crucial assignment.”

“And how long have they
been here?”

“We have been operative
for a little more than a year,
without the slightest sign of
difficulty.”

“But isn’t it possible that
the assignment itself can ef-

THE TRIGGER

fect changes in these men?
The terrible responsibility—"

The general stiffened. “A
responsibility we have learned
to accept, Mr. Legg.” Then he
relaxed, and a grin broke the
stony surface of his face.
“Anyway, I think it’s time we
inspected my private quar-
ters. So you can tell the pub-
lic about the illicit luxury we
officers enjoy at their expense.
I might even give you a
drink.” He chuckled.

“That’ll suit me just fine,”
Legg said.

The luxury of the general’s
quarters was limited to a
spartan bunk, two lightweight
chairs, a writing desk, and a
cabinet for books, taped re-
cordings, and whiskey bottles.
Segundas broke the seal of
one, and they had a drink.

“It must be a hard life,”
Legg said. “It’s a different
kind of loneliness you face out
here.”

“You’re right, of course.”
The general frowned into his
glass. “But it’s the Trigger
that makes it so bad. Its
frightening simplicity; its
overwhelming presence. Try
as we may, we can’t forget it’s
there.”

“Here’s to the Trigger,”
Legg said, lifting his glass.
“May it never get touched.”

“Amen to that,” the general
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said. They clinked glasses,
and the officer finished the re-
mains of his drink. Then he
put the glass on the floor and
said: “Now you must get be-
hind the writing desk, and
I’ll hide behind the cabinet.
All right?”

Legg stared at the uniform-
ed man, whose eyes had
rounded and whose mouth
had gone babyish. He went
slowly to his knees behind the
writing desk, and Segundas
chortled gleefully and dove
behind the cabinet. His arm
came over the top, and the
thumb jerked on his right
hand.

“Bang! Bang!” the general
said. “Shot your hat off.
Bang! There goes your right
ear. Better look out, or I'll get
you right between the eyes.”

Instead of heeding the
warning, Legg stood up and
took a hesitant step towards
the officer.

“General Segundas. Listen
—you’re not well—”

“You fool! You fool!” the
general screamed. “You're
right out in the open! Bang!
Bang!” The thumb jerked.
“Now you’re dead!”

He straightened up at this
action, and adjusted his uni-
form. The roundness went out
of his eyes, and his voice be-
came grave again.

“I think we should adjourn
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this meeting now, Mr. Legg.
Much as I'd like to chat with
you, the wheel demands my
constant attention. The next
Earthbound rocket leaves at
2300. That doesn’t' give you
much time.”

“General, listen to me.
You're sick—”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Something’s happened to
you out here—to your mind—"

“Really?” The eyes were
cold. “I don’t know what
you’re talking about. Now if
you’ll excuse me—"

He led the reporter out, and
placed him in the hands of an
orderly. His next view of the
Space Station was through
the porthole of the returning
rocket ship. As it grew small-
er in his sight, it appeared as
remote and lovely as the moon
itself. But Andrew Legg knew
now that it was something
more: a fearful weapon, a
gun pointed at the head of hu-
manity, with a madman at the
Trigger.

“I've got to warn them! Be-
fore it’s too late!”

Then another thought came.

“What if they don’t believe
me? What if they think I'm
the mad one?”

“Bang,” Andrew Legg said
softly, as the planet Earth
floated into the ship’s view-
port. “Bang! You're dead...”

THE END
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SMALL MIRACLE

By RANDALL GARRETT

Way up there in the thin air
your senses start playing
tricks. Or do they?

AJOR August Cantrell,

USAF, was by no means
a nervous man. You don’t get
very far in the Air Force if
you’re nervous, and certainly
you wouldn’t be allowed to pilot
a jet plane that cost upwards of
a million dollars, which is just
what Major Cantrell was doing
in the Air Force.

But, nerves or no, the major
felt just a little queer when he
heard the voice in his left ear.

“Major Cantrell,” said the
voice, “I’d like a word with
you.”

Now, let it be said at the out-
set that Major Cantrell was not
unused to hearing voices in his
ears. Indeed, he heard them fre-
quently. A jet pilot wearing a
helmet with earphones gets used
to the phenomenon rather quick-
ly. But there was something
about this voice—something the

major couldn’t quite place—that
worried him.

He turned on his throat mike.
“Who's calling? This is Major
Cantrell—” He gave his iden-
tification. “—over Omaha, Ne-
braska. Who’s calling?”

“My name,” said the voice, “is
Quadgop. There’s no need to use
your microphone. I can hear you
quite well without it.”

“This is a U. S. Air Force
wavelength,” Cantrell snapped,
“get the hell off the air and quit
playing tricks.”

“Please, Major,” said the
voice, “if you'll just lend me
your ear for a moment, I'll ex-
plain.”

“It better be good,” said the
major. If there was anything he
hated, it was practical jokers—
the kind that fiddle around on
telephones and radios, trying to
be funny.
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“All right, then,” said the
voice that had identified itself as
Quadgop, “shut off your throat
mike.”

The major thought it over and
shrugged. What could he lose?
He took a look around to see if
there were any other aircraft
near him, but the thin air was
clean for miles around. He shut
off the throat mike.

After all, it just might be
some sort of Air Force test. He
doubted it, but it was still possi-
ble.

“But if it’s a joke,” he said
aloud, “somebody’s going to be
in trouble.”

“It’s no joke, I assure you,
Major,” said Quadgop.

“Whup!” The major checked
his throat mike again. It was
definitely off. “How did you hear
me?”

“Oh, we have our ways,” said
Quadgop, chuckling.

“We? Who's ‘we’?” Cantrell
asked suspiciously.

“I’ll explain in a moment.
First, I want to make sure that
my identification is correct.
You are Major August Can-
trell, USAF, Serial Number
0-6339197?”

“That’s right,” said Cantrell.

. “You wrote the book entitled

The Air Force and the Unidenti-
fied Flying Objects?” Quadgop
persisted. '

“That’s right,” Cantrell re-
peated. “So?”

“You made the statement in
that book that you don’t believe
that any extraterrestrial visi-
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tors would necessarily be war-
like or bent on conquest, but
should be treated with wary re-
spect and a show of friendliness
until and unless they prove
themselves hostile.”

It was an almost perfect quo-
tation from his book.

“Do you,” asked Quadgop,
“still believe that?”

“Certainly,” said Cantrell.
Then he laughed. “I get it now,”
he said; “I’'m being ribbed. Next
you’ll tell me that you are an
extraterrestrial—from Venus, I
suppose.”

“No,” said Quadgop, sounding
a little irritated, “we are not
from Venus. We are from
Merca, a planet some four hun-
dred light years from here—a
good deal farther away than
Venus.”

“Oh, come off it,” said Can-
trell, forcing a chuckle. But
there was something about that
voice that was oddly convincing,
even to him.

“Major Cantrell,” said Quad-
gop, becoming even more irri-
tated, “we picked you for our
first contact because we felt that
you would be more understand-
ing, more receptive to us. We do
not want to fight Earthmen; we
want to be received as friends.
We feel that you would be in an
excellent position to open nego-
tiations for us. Please don’t act
as though this were a hoax.”

“All right,” Cantrell agreed.
“Just for the sake of argument,
we’ll assume that you’re on the
level. But I won’t completely be-
lieve it until I see you.”
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“That’s fair enough,” agreed
Quadgop.

“I suppose that when I see
you, I'll know you're not Earth-
men, eh?” the major asked. “I
mean, according to reports,
you're little green men, two and
a half or three feet high.”

Quadgop laughed sardonically.
“You have an entirely erroneous
idea of our size, Major, and I
assure you, we are not green. As
to our physical shape, we are
bilaterally symmetrical mam-
malian bipeds. Frankly, we look
almost exactly like Earthmen.”

“Oh, sure,” said the major
sarcastically, “just like us, ex-
cept that you wear a Flash Gor-
don uniform and carry a Buck
Rogers ray pistol.”

“Believe me, Major,” said
Quadgop, “if you saw me, you
would know instantly that I am
not an Earthman.”

“Look, Quadgop,” Cantrell
said patiently, “I’d like to be-

lieve this isn’t just a gag; I
really would. But I've seen too
many of the boys being razzed
because they fell for some prac-
tical joke like this. If you could
just prove—"

“Major,” Quadgop interrupt-
ed, “can I trust you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you wouldn’t try to
kill me would you?”

“Hell, no! Why should I?”

“Very well, then. I'll trust
you. I must trust you. It’s the
only way.”

“What are you talking about ?”
Cantrell asked. “Are you going
to bring your saucer down here
or what?”

“Oh, nothing as complicated
as all that,” said Quadgop. “Just
take off your helmet, that’s all.”

“Take off my helm— But,
why ?”

“Because I'm sitting in your
left earphone,” said Quadgop.

THE END
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CAMOUFLAGE

By ROG PHILLIPS

ILLUSTRATOR SUMMERS

Either he was going mad, or he couldn’t

count anymore.

For the simple crazy

fact stared him in the face: Once there
were four spacemen. Now there were five.

RANK BOMAN had been

tossing restlessly in his
sleep for hours. Now, suddenly,
he was wide awake, the cause of
his unrest exploding into con-
sciousness and causing his scalp
to prickle, an icy film of mois-
ture to form on his forehead and
trickle down his temple.

The whole thing was a simple
matter of numbers. Four people,
himself included, had started
out from Earth in the ship, al-
most fourteen months ago. The
ship had gone to Mars and cir-
cled Mars in a survey pattern so
that every square foot of Mars
could be photographed. Then it
had started the return trip to
Earth. Not for one second had
there been anything but the
vacuum of outer space outside
the ship. Not once had anyone
gone through any of the four
airlocks out of the ship, not once
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had any of the airlocks even
been used.

Yet now there were five peo-
ple, including himself, on board.
And how long the fifth person
had been there, Frank didn’t
know. Not only that, he didn’t
know which was the intruder,
because if he thought of each
individually he was sure that
one had been on board from the
beginning.

There was no possibility of
error. Four people, four airlocks.
Four people, four staterooms.
There was himself, and this
stateroom. The other half of this
level was Andy Stevens’ state-
room. Directly over this one was
John Porter’s. And directly over
Thelma Richardson’s was Joanne
Bentley's.

Four staterooms and five peo-
ple, and each of the five went
into a stateroom with no people



‘

“Frank Boman rushed to the controls knowmg
he would never make it.”
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left over. Four people at the
start of the trip, and a hundred
definite memories that proved
each of the five was one of the
four that was there at the start.

That’s what had been bother-
ing him, and it wasn’t until he
had thought to add up the num-
ber of people on board that he
had realized what was wrong.
Himself, John Porter, Joanne
Bentley, Andy Stevens, and
Thelma Richardson. Five peo-
ple.

Why?

Frank Boman closed his eyes
and concentrated on that ques-
tion. =

Discard the phony bologna of
it being a trick of the mind. It
was a trick of the mind, all
right, but one induced by some-
thing alien on board. Because
the simple fact of the matter
was that nothing human could
have come on board after the
ship left the Earth. In the first
place there was nothing human
to come on board, except the per-
sonnel on the Moon stations, and
the ship hadn’t come within a
hundred thousand miles of the
Moon.

There had, of course, been
that first ship to Mars, but it
had gone out of control and
crashed against Mars several
years ago. There had been no
survivors, and even if there had
been, how could one of them
have boarded this ship with no
radar indication of approach and
no memory of arrival?

No human could have boarded
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the ship without using an air-
lock, and without leaving a ra-
dar record. No human could join
them and seem to have been with
them all along. It had to be
something alien, something out
of space itself that could mas-
querade as a person.

Why would it want to do that?

There could be only two pos-
sible answers to that question.
To keep the ship and its four
humans from returning to
Earth, or to get down to the
Earth’s surface by riding in the
ship.

Was there anything he could
do about it? Frank Boman turn-
ed the question over, examining
it. There was nothing he could
do about it unless he could de-
termine which one was the in-
truder.

Then, maybe, he could push
whoever it was out into space
where she belonged. She?

Look at it abstractly, Frank,
he said in his thoughts. It's
more likely that we were two
men and two women when we
started out. That would mean
that either Andy Stevens or
John Porter is the one. We cer-
tainly weren’t three men and
one woman at the start, were
we?

Frank Boman knew suddenly
that he was going to find out
which of them was the intruder
and kill him. He would have to
be right though. It wouldn’t do
to kill one of the original
four:. i

His decision made, Frank Bo-
man turned on the lights and got
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out of his bunk. He was heavy
set—or rather, he gave that im-
pression because of a large rib
case and firm jaw. Five feet
eight inches high, and with
straw yellow hair that had a
slight natural wave in front. Not
too intelligent, he made up for
that by a bulldog tenacity that
had given him a high rating on
1.Q. tests and a lot of know-how
in gadgetry. He found no trou-
ble in coding information for
computers or operating almost
any machine, He had been as
ideal a choice as could be made
for one of the crew of Mars Eux-
plorer I1.

He was twenty-nine years old.
He had been born in Boston and
acquired a distaste for every-
thing Bostonian. The psychia-
trists had put him down as an
introvert almost without imag-
ination. They had predicted he
would be the least likely to crack
up from the fifteen months
round trip to Mars.

His stateroom, like the rest of
the ship, carried out an unearth-
Iy theme of architecture, every-
thing including the floor being
padded thickly so that even at
six G’s sudden acceleration in
any direction there was better
than an even chance that no
bones would be broken. Under
the three tenths of a G thrust
of the nuclear drives he could
walk on the floor of his state-
room with very little give.

He shaved and took a shower,
and dressed, putting on loose
gray slacks and a gaudy sport-
shirt. When he was done he
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viewed himself with satisfaction
in the chrome mirror over the
wash basin, He liked the shape
of his jaw. It gave him an ap-
pearance of strength. He liked
the faded blue of his eyes, fancy-
ing it to be a steel gray. And the
truth was that he was no one
to tangle with. In spite of his
sometime old-womanish manner-
isms he could stand up to dan-
ger. He had first found that out
when he was six, and he had
never found anything to make
him change his mind. Nothing,
that is, except the opposite sex.
He had fallen in love twice be-
fore, and both times had found
the girl of his choice engaged
out from under him, and had
served graciously as best man at
her wedding.

Joanne Bentley was going to
be different. Five feet four, a
quiet brunette type and a com-
petent physicist just three years
his junior, he had had his eye
on her from the start. Even if
she hadn’t been chosen for the
trip he had made up his mind
he would pop the question to her
as soon as possible. So far he
hadn’t felt it possible.

Now—maybe he should tell
her what he had found out. To-
gether they could solve the mys-
tery of the alien intruder. Two
heads were better than one, and
besides it would provide an op-
portunity to bring them to-
gether.

He jabbed the button of the
elevator and when the sugarloaf
padded door opened he stepped
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inside for the ascent to the con-
trol room. If he remembered
correctly, it was Joanne’s shift
at the controls.

He was right. She smiled with
recognition as he stepped out of
the elevator, then turned back to
what she was doing, She was,
he knew, analyzing the data
from the cloud chamber equip-
ment to see if any new particles
had been recorded. Of the twen-
ty-eight that were missing from
the theoretical meson spectrum,
two had been detected so far on
the trip. The photographs of
their paths were to her a bigger
find than anything on the photo
maps of Mars they were to bring
back.

“Hi, Joanne,” Frank Boman
said, making sure his voice was
studiedly casual.

“Hi, Frank,” she answered
without looking up.

“My you're absentminded to-
day,” Frank said lightly. “Lost
in your work as usual.”

Joanne Bentley flashed him a
quick smile, then bent to her
perusal of the photos.

“So absentminded,” Frank
went on, “that I'll bet you can’t
tell me right now how many of
us there are aboard!”

“Sure I can,” Joanne said.
“Five.”

“Five?” Frank said. “There’s
only four. Name them and you’ll
find I'm right.”

She laid aside the cloud cham-
ber photos with a frown. “Okay,
smarty,” she said. “There’s me,
and you, and John and Andy and
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Thelma.
Right?”

“How many were on board
when we left the Earth?” Frank
asked.

“Four,” Joanne said, “You,
Andy, John, and Thelma—and
myself of course.”

“That makes five,” Frank said
patiently.

Joanne counted on her fingers.
A momentary look of confusion
appeared on her face, then clear-
ed. “Of course!” she said. “Four,
plus me! Five!”

“How many staterooms are
there?” Frank asked.

“Four.” Joanne looked at
Frank now, her cloud chamber
photos forgotten.

“Does Thelma share
stateroom?” Frank said.

“Of course not!” Joanne said.
“We each have our own.”

“Four staterooms and five
people?” Frank said softly.

“You're being impossible
again!” Joanne said angrily.
“Honestly, Frank, sometimes I
wonder about you. You get on
some of the craziest kicks! Why
don’t you stick to your job?”

“Will you marry me—if we
get back to Earth?” Frank
blurted.

Joanne’s eyes widened. She
gasped a couple of times, unable
to say anything. Then, “Yes!”
she said. “That is, I don’t know!
You are the most exasperating
man I ever met, If . .. ?” Her
eyes filmed with tears. The next
instant they were hard and clear
with congealed anger. “Will you
get out of the control room?”
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she requested frigidly. “I have
work to do, and you're bothering
me.”

“Okay,” Frank said carefully,
backing toward the elevator.

It had occurred to him that
maybe Joanne was the intruder.
She had, he felt sure, been put-
ting on an act. Or had she?

Wouldn’t it be logical for the
intruder to make him think he
was in love with her? Her?

In the elevator he punched the
button for the first level.

John Porter was shaving when
Frank entered his stateroom.
“Hi,” he said to Frank. “What
gets you up so early?”

John Porter was a type that
Frank Boman called “mislead-
ing.” His jet black hair was thin
and combed straight back. His
face was thin. Thirty-two years
of age, he would never look a
day over twenty-one, and that
was a tragedy for a brilliant
surgeon and diagnostician. As
though in constant recognition
of this tragedy, the right corner
of his mouth habitually turned
down just a shade in the sug-
gestion of bitterness, and, al-
though it might have been imag-
ination that made it seem so, his
brown eyes always held a mock-
ing glint.

Or perhaps there was good
reason for the habitual expres-
sion, because John Porter’s
skills at medicine had not been
needed yet. Until they were, his
surgeon’s hands kept in practice
by preparing the meals for the
crew, and his diagnostic know
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how kept honed razor sharp ana-
lyzing slight inadequacies in

food flavors and correcting
them.
“I'm hungry,” Frank said,

then smiled.

“Oh,” John Porter said, “I
was hoping maybe you had an
ache somewhere besides your
stomach.”

“After breakfast I'll develop
one for you,” Frank promised.
“By the way, how many of us
are there on board?”

“Why ?” John said. “Is some-
one missing ?”

“Just the opposite, I would
say,” Frank smiled. “But how
many of us are there?”

“Five. At least I feed five,
counting myself.”

“Are you sure someone isn’t
getting in line twice?” Frank
said. “There’s only four state-
rooms, and each of us has our
own. How can you get five peo-
ple into four staterooms, one to
a room?”

John Porter chuckled. “That’s
a good one,” he said. “I often
wonder how you symbolic logi-
cians dream them up. Maybe
some day one of you will find a
way to take out an appendix
without cutting the skin.”

“No, I mean it,” Frank said.

“Please,” John Porter said
gently. “I haven’t had breakfast
vet myself.” )

“How many started this
trip?” Frank asked.

“Four of us, of course.” John
Porter frowned, then did some
counting on his fingers. “That
is, four besides myself.” He
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laughed again. “You're in high
form this morning, Frank,” he
said admiringly. “For a minute
you had me confused. You miss-
ed your calling. You should have
been a politician. You have the
build for it—or a doctor. With
your build and appearance and
my skills I wouldn’t have had to
turn into a cook for four scien-
tists, I could be earning enough
money to finance this trip.” He
went to the elevator. “Let’s go
down and have some breakfast,”
he said.

They were silent on the way
down. The level below the two
stateroom levels was all one cir-
cular room, with the elevator
tube appearing to be a massive
column supporting the ceiling.
It was as much a recreation
room as a dining room. Below it
would be the storage compart-
ments and the compact but still
huge rocket setup, where atoms
were torn apart and accelerated
to ninety-nine and a fraction
percent of the speed of light in

that critical velocity range
where a variation of a few
inches a second in velocity

caused a variation of thousands
of pounds of thrust.

Frank had been doing some
thinking in the elevator. Now, as
John Porter started the coffee,
he said, “You have records on
all of us, don’t you, John? Blood
type, and everyvthing else?”

“Naturally,” John Porter said.
“I have a file on each of you,
starting with the records on
each of you turned over to me
when we left White Sands.”
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“Would you do something for
me?” Frank Boman said.

“Let you look at those rec-
ords?” John said. “Nope.”

“I don’t mean look in them.™
Frank said. “Oh well, skip it.”
He realized suddenly that there
would be five files and they
would be complete. The intruder
wouldn’t have overlooked such a
simple thing as that.

The elevator door opened and
Thelma Richardson and Andy
Stevens emerged.

Thelma Richardson was not a
type that appealed to Frank. Her
popularity puzzled him. Just
five feet tall, slim but well pro-
portioned, with dark brown hair,
her gay personality animated
her otherwise plain features so
that one could seldom ignore her
presence. Frank had to admit
she was doing an exceptional job
as the physical chemist in ana-
lyzing the physical content of
space, but he felt sure nine
tenths of it was the equipment.

He ignored her, except for the

rinimum  demands of polite-
ness, and concentrated his atten-
tion on Andy, his number one
suspect.

Andy Stevens was the athletic
type, six feet tall, broad and
muscular, his scalp a thick black
lawn of hair that stood straight
up. It was impossible to imagine
Andy without a crew out. He
was the youngest member of the
crew, twenty-two. He was sup-
posed to have the highest 1.Q.
His scientific duties were the
measuring and recording of all
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types of infra-red radiation. In
addition, it was his responsibil-
ity to keep all the equipment in
working order and repair any-
thing that ceased to function
properly—including the rockets.
His face was round, with a well
formed mouth that was a shade
too large, His eyes were round
and flat, with almost black irises.
Frank had never seen those eyes
anything but friendly, but he
had always felt that they carried
a potential for malignance.

Now, suddenly, Frank felt
fear. Those black irises in Andy
Stevens’ eyes seemed peepholes
into a region of darkness as vast
as space.

A memory rose in his mind, of
he and Andy and two others
bowling in town two days before
take-off. He felt a sense of re-
lief, then remembered that he
had definite memories of each
of the others extending back to
before take-off—that is, of all
except Joanne Bentley. He could
not remember having seen her
before take-off. She had been the
last to come aboard, he had been
, told.

The elevator door opened and
she came out. All five were to-
gether now.

“Well, well,” John Porter
said. “We're all together in the
same room for a change.”

“Everything’s okay in the pi-
lot room,” Joanne said, sitting
down at the table. “Nothing
within a hundred thousand miles
of that will come even close to
us.”

John Porter made the rounds
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pouring coffee. “I wasn’t think-
ing of that,” he said. “Frank’s
come up with a startler. A nice
mental trick.” ,

“Yes, I know,” Joanne said
dryly. “He pulled it on me and
I almost fell for it.”

“What is it?” Andy Stevens
asked.

“He asks you out of a clear
sky how many people were on
board at the start of the trip,”
Joanne said. “Without thinking
you say four, and it’s really four
besides yourself.”

“Oh no,” Thelma Richardson
said brightly. “There are only
four of us altogether.”

“Count us,” John Porter said.

Thelma looked around the
table, then her face clouded with
uncertainty. “But there can’t be
five of us!” she said. Then she
exploded into laughter. “That’s
a good trick, Frank,” she said.

“It’s no trick,” Frank Boman
said wearily. “There were only
four of us at the start, there
are five of us now.”

“That’s very interesting,”
John Porter said. “You know
what it means, don’t you? Your
mind has rejected one of us,
Frank. It’'s a simple trick we
play on ourselves.”

“Then my mind is playing the
same trick on me!” Thelma said.
“I know there were only four of
us altogether at the start.”

“It isn’t possible!” John Por-
ter said. “Where would the fifth
one of us have come from? We
haven’t had the airlocks open
once. Don’t tell me he filtered in
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through the shell plates and as-
sumed human form!”

“That’s exactly what he did—
or she,” Frank said.

“She?” John Porter said. An
amused smile curved his lips.
“Who do you think it is,
Frank?” he asked softly.

“There’s a way of finding
out,” Frank said. “That is, if
we live long enough to find out.”

“Oh, come now,” John Porter
said. “How could we be in any
danger?”

“You tell me, John,” Frank
said. “I keep thinking of the
first ship. Why did it crash on
Mars?”

“The first ship!” John Porter
exploded. “So that’s what’s been
preying on your mind. For four-
teen months you’ve been brood-
ing over it. Now you've rejected
one of us. Rejection can be a
prelude to murder.”

“Murder ?” several
voices echoed.

“Murder,” John Porter said,
nodding grimly. “Don’t you all
see the pattern? In his thoughts
he has rejected one of us. Which
one? He knows, on some level.
I’'m a doctor. Among cther things
I have more than a smattering
of psychiatry. I don’t even need
that smattering to predict that
he will attempt to kill the one
he has rejected. I think I can
even narrow it down to two pos-
sible victims. Joanne is one. He’s
in love with her. Andy is the
other, because everyone knows
that Andy and Joanne have been
together more than anyone else
on the ship.”
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shocked

Andy, Joanne, and Thelma
were staring at Frank in shock-
ed amazement.

Frank Boman stared back at
them with a twisted smile on his
square face, his skin a notice-
able shade of pink. Suddenly he
snorted and turned to John Por-
ter.

“Tell me, John,” he said bit-
terly. “Why have you gone to
such lengths to keep me from
having a chance to tell how we
can discover who the intruder
is?” Frank’s eyes darted around
to see what effect he was having
on the rest. “Is it because you
are the one?” he asked.

“Me?” John Porter said.
“Now you’re getting too obvious.
The patient wanting to kill the
doctor to hide his inner con-
fiict!”

“That’s a bit thin,” Thelma
said. “I think we should listen to
Frank.”

“All right,” John Porter said.
“All right with me!”

“It’s quite simple,” Frank
Boman said. “There are four
staterooms and five people, qne
to a stateroom. The staterooms
are numbered. I'm in—I won’t
say the number. My plan is for
each of us to write our name and
the number of our stateroom on
a slip of paper, collect them, and
read them off. That will at least
narrow it down to two. The two
that claim to have the same
stateroom.”

“Are you really in love with
me, Frank?” Joanne asked, her
expression serious.
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“Of course not!” Frank said
harshly.

John Porter tore five sheets of
paper off the note pad beside the
refrigerator and passed them
out. Each of the five wrote, and
handed the sheet to Frank.

“Thelma  Richardson, B
Frank Boman read aloud. “Andy
Stevens, 3.” There was an elec-
tric tension as Frank turned to
the next sheet. “John Porter,
2,” Frank read. “Joanne Ben-
tley, 3. Frank Boman, 4.” His
lip curled. “Very cute,” he said.
“John, everyone knows your
stateroom is number one. Why
did you put down number two?”

“Because it is number two,”
John Porter said. “Number three

seems to be quite crowded
though. Andy, Joanne, and
Thelma.”

“Let’s all. go up and look at
number one,” Frank said.

“There will be personal belong-
ings.”

Breakfast forgotten, everyone
stood up.

“One thing before we go up,”
Frank said, his lip curling.
“Have I proven my point? I say
there’s something on board that
wasn’t here when we started out.
Does it want to save us a lot of
trouble and admit it now?”
Frank looked directly at John
Porter.

“Let’s look at number one
stateroom,” John said.

In the elevator they were
crowded closely together, but no
one wanted to be left behind. As
the elevator rose slowly Frank
said, “There’s a question of mo-
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tive to go into. Why would some-
thing native to space want to
come aboard and masquerade as
one of us? Is it because it's
afraid we won’t accept it? What
does it want? To land on the
Earth with us? I for one might
be willing to play along with it
—if I could be certain it’s mo-
tives were sincere and not hos-
tile to humanity. What bothers
me though is why it would need
to board the ship if that were
the case. It seems to me it could
land on the Earth any time it
wished to.” :

“What bothers me,” Andy
said, “is what do we do if we
find out which one of us it is!”

“Just think,” Thelma said in a
scared voice. “One of us in this
elevator isn’t human!”

The elevator stopped and the
door opened. Joanne stepped out
first. “Well, here we are,” she
said. “Welcome to my state-
room.” : |

“Yours?” Thelma and Frank
croaked in unison. “But you
wrote on the slip of paper that
you were in number three!”

“I did no such thing!” Joanne
said. “Look at them again!”

Frank read the sheets of paper
and passed them around. On the
one bearing Joanne’s name was
the number one. But three sheets
had the number three on them.
Andy’s, Thelma’s, and Frank’s!

“I know I'm in four!” Frank
shouted. “I wrote four!”

“Let’s go look,” John Porter
suggested gently.

Again they were packed tight-
S



ly in the elevator. It seemed to
descend with unusual slowness.

“I'm beginning to be scared,”
Thelma said. ;

“If we only knew why!” Frank
said. “That’s the key to it.”

“The what interests me,”
Andy said. “What could live in
empty space, be intelligent, ap-
proach the ship without being
seen by the radar, slip aboard
without opening an air lock, take
on human form, and join in with
our ship life so skillfully that we
don’t know when it happened.”

“Not so skillfully,” Frank
said. “I was able to remember
that there were only four of us
originally.”

“That’s an interesting point,”
Andy said. “In the good old de-
tective novel that makes you the
only one above suspicion—and
consequently the one most likely
to be guilty.”

“I?” Frank said. “If I were I
would know it! And I can assure
you that it isn’t so.”

“Each of us can say the
same,” Andy said. “Let’s go into
it a little further though. If you
hadn’t pointed it out, Frank,
none of us would have known
anything was wrong. Let’s as-
sume you're the thing-from-
space. What motive could you
have for bringing to our atten-
tion what you had so skillfully
hidden from our conscious
minds? When you view it from
that angle there’s a very good
motive. The best.”

“What is it?” Frank Boman
said.

“When the ship lands,” Andy
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Stevens said, ‘“‘there must be
only four people on board—if -
there were only four to start
with. By bringing the matter up
now, just a few days before we
are to land, you might convince
us that one of us is a thing-from-
space, get us to shove our victim
out through an airlock disguised
by a sack or something so that
the radar records won't show a
human being has been shoved
out.”

“A very nice theory,” Frank
said. “Let’s carry it one step
further. The intruder needs a
victim, let me remember there
were only four of us originally,
and I stick my neck out. Then he
says what you have just said,
convinces the others, I'm shoved
out into space, and he’s solved
his problem. Or, to be fair, he or
she as you say it.”

The elevator door opened.

“Here we are,” Frank said.
“In my stateroom. Number four.
Look at the slips of paper now!”

“It still says three,” John
Porter said. “So do Andy’s and
Thelma’s. Joanne's is one and
mine is two.”

“Let me see those,” Andy said.
He took the five sheets of paper
and looked at them. “You were
lying, John,” he said. “Frank’s
slip says four.” He held it up so
all could read it.

“I wasn’t lying,” John Porter
said. “You substituted another
slip. You’re the joker in the
deck. And I don’t need the slips
of paper to prove it. I just hap-
pened to remember something.
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My stateroom 1is two, and
Joanne’s is across from me.
Frank is under me, and Thelma
is under Joanne. Where does
that leave you, Andy?”

“You're wrong,” Frank Bo-
man said. “Andy is across from
me. You're over me, and Joanne
is across from you.”

“Then where’s Thelma?” John
Porter said.

“She’s over
said.

“No I'm not,” Thelma said.
“I'm across from you, Frank,
and Andy is . ..” She looked con-
fused. “I don’t believe I ever
found out which is Andy’s state-
room!”

“What do you say?”’ John
Porter said quickly, looking at
Joanne. “Who’s under you?”

“Thelma,” Joanne said. “An-
dy’s across from Thelma—I
think.”

“No I'm not,”” Andy said.
“Thelma is over me and Frank
is across from me.”

“That’s right,” Frank said.

John Porter shook his head.
“Think a minute, Frank,” he
said. “Thelma is under Joanne.
Thelma is over Andy. How can
that be with only two levels?”’

“Then that pushes Thelma
out,”” Frank said. “Andy is
across from me. Let’'s go over
there and you'll see. It’s Andy’s
stateroom.”

“It’s my stateroom!” Thelma
said.

“Look,” Frank interrupted.
“There’s a simple way we can at
least settle the number of us
that started this trip. Let’s all
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Andy,” Frank

go up to the control room and
contact White Sands and ask
them.”
“They’d think us rather silly,”
Joanne said. “But—I'm for it.”
Once again they trooped into
the elevator. The door closed.

“The thing that’s beginning
to bother me,” Frank said, “Is,
why is whoever it is permitting
all this confusion now? What's
the reason?” He gave a snorting
laugh. “All five of us have never
been in the elevator all at once
before today. In fact, I can’t re-
member all five of us being to-
gether before on the whole trip.”

“Of course not,” Andy said.
“One of us is always in the con-
trol room on duty.”

“And at any other time,”
Frank said, “if all five of us got
together the first thing that
would happen would be that we’'d
ask who was supposed to be up
there.” He turned his head until
he was looking at Joanne. “You
were on duty for six hours. No
one else has been at the controls.
Come to think of it, it was sup-
posed to be my turn to relieve
you, after I had breakfast. What
did you do? Head the ship direct-
ly toward the moon? We're
scheduled to go under it in a few
hours. If it weren’t for all this
confusion —You're the intruder,
aren’t you.”

“That’s absurd. Why I have
lots of memories before this
trip.” Joanne’s face reflected
growing fear.

“What memories ?” Frank said
as the elevator continued creep-
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ing upward slowly. “They don’t
really go back, do they?”

“I—I can’t remember,” Jo-
anne said, tears streaming down
her cheeks.

“What are you?” Frank Bo-
man asked.

“I'm—just me!” Joanne said.
“I'm neot anything but me!”

Frank stared at her thought-
fully. Finally he nodded.

“Maybe that's right,” he said.
“Maybe you aren’t the intruder,
but just a human appearance to
enable it to blend with us. Then
youx wouldn’t know, any more
than the changed color on a
chameleon knows it’s part of the
chameleon. Is—"

The e¢levator door opened.
Sounds exploded. The alarm clax-
on, voices from a loudspeaker.
And on the viewscreens a close-
up of a moon crater enlarged for
a second, as Frank Boman rush-
ed toward the controls, knowing
he would never make it.

In the instant before oblivion
a tremendous pity welled up in
him for Joanne. He had loved
her. He loved her even now.

Oblivion? Not quite yet, for
the space chameleon had been
momentarily stunned in the co-
lision of two thousand tons of
matter travelling at a speed of
forty miles a second with the
solid granite surface of the
moon, and for a moment was un-
able to gather its forces and
change to fit in with its environ-
ment.

And during that moment
while the space chameleon was
stunned, Frank Boman stood in
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the wreckage, unhurt, the mean-
ing of his survival exploding into
consciousness with a greater
force than the collision of two
suns. He was nothing more than
a camouflage put on by some un-
guessable entity of space.

His memories of childhood,
his aspirations and skills, his
logic and ability to think, his
feelings, his love for Joanne,
were nothing more to that
chameleon-like being than a
change in skin color would be to
a lizard! He was not real! Even
the substance of his body was not
real, or it would have been scat-
tered in the wreckage around
him.

With a soundless cry of lone-
liness and hopeless despair on
his lips, Frank Boman melted
into a flux of vagueness that—
if anyone had been watching—
would have seemed to be parts
of the wreckage, then jagged
rock, then distant stars, as the
space chameleon gathered itself
together and moved upward
from the surface of the moon
and out into the reaches of space
between the planets.

And there, somewhere along
the pathway to Mars, it waited.
Why, perhaps even it couldn’t
know. Perhaps it took pleasure
in being for a brief period a part
of things, or perhaps only an in-
stinct to preserve its domain
from invasion caused it to wait,
while far below, in a desert a
few miles from White Sands,
New Mexico, ‘construction was
started on Mars Explorer 111 . ..

THE END
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REQUIRED COURSE

By RON GOULART

In the old days it was simple—boy meets
girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl. But we
live in an age of science now. So it

goes

like this — boy meets

girl, boy

loves girl, boy meets robot. . . .

HE grass on the slope leading

down to Leisurewood Village
was still damp and the air still
had a touch of early morning
chill in it. Whistling, Dave Mec-
Minn slid his hands into his
trouser pockets and cut down
toward the high wire fence
around the abandoned housing
development. He'd made it from
the little railway station in un-
der an hour, seeing the sky go
from blurred gray to thin blue.
He grinned and his exhaled
breath was faintly white. It was
getting chilly.

Lynn had told him about the
Negro robot and the gate. Dave
didn’t particularly like the idea.
This morning, though, he hadn’t
seen Lynn for nearly a month,
not since the end of the semes-
ter. He didn’t intend to let
things bother him.

Stopping in the soft dust be-

yond the gate Dave called out,
“Good morning in there.”

Sure enough a robot, in what
looked like a Martian dockwork-
er’s outfit, shuffled out of the buff
gatekeeper’s shack. “Mornin’ to
you, marse,” he drawled, slap-
ping his knees.

Dave winced. “Morning. I'm
Dave McMinn. I’'m here to visit
Miss Marker and her father.”

The gatekeeper chuckled and
flapped his arms. “Well, I'm
fetched if you ain’t, marse. Just
a second an’ I lets you in.” He
stepped back into the shack.

Watching the fine dust his
white bucks scattered Dave
moved forward as the gate
swung in. “Just where is the
main house?” Dave called into
the shack. He waited for an an-
swer and glanced up the clean,
tree-lined main street of Lei-
surewood.
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A door slammed quietly be-
hind him. Dave turned and saw
a chubby robot moving toward
him from the nearest white cot-
tage. The machine’s hand clicked
out and it smiled. “Buzz is the
name. Welcome aboard. Like the
lay of the land?”

The robot had a fairly con-
vincing handshake. “I’'m here to
see Lynn and her dad,” Dave
said. “Going to spend today and
tomorrow.”

Smiling, the robot handed
Dave a white card and a glitter-
ing pin. “Tag yourself, so folks’ll
know you.”

The card had Dave’s name
printed on it, all caps. He fixed
it to his lapel. On the lapel of
the robot’s blue suit he noticed
a tag reading: Buzz, Experimen-
tal CC-PR.

“Like Leisurewood?” Buzz
asked, grinning at Dave’s name
tag. “Great place. Air’s wonder-
ful.” He seemed to inhale deep-
ly. “Notice it?”

“Yeah, I've been breathing it
ever since I got here.” Dave
chuckled at his own sarcasm.

Buzz laughed. “Uh-huh. Uh-
huh.” He took Dave’s arm and
led him to the sidewalk. “Lei-
surewood was abandoned, you
know, nearly forty years ago.
When the factories in the valley
became obsolete. It wasn’t until
Mr. Marker set up his indepen-
dent labs here that Leisurewood
flowered again.”

Dave noticed all the green
lawns. “You keep it up pretty
well.” It still bothered him a
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little to make small talk with a
machine.

“Uh-huh. Right you are,
Dave.” Buzz led him along the
block. “Bet you're anxious to see
Lynn, huh?”

“Sort of.”

Buzz winked. “Nice kid. Pret-
ty as a bug’s rear, you know.”
He nudged Dave. “You getting
any there, boy?”

Dave stopped and pulled away
from the robot. “Look, I'm
amazed at you as a technical
achievement. But now can I see
Lynn and her dad? Just point
me at their place and we'll say
good-bye. Okay ?”

Buzz clapped his hands togeth-
er. “Sure enough, Dave. In a
jiffy, guy. Sure now. But first
you want to pretty up a little.”

“No. I'll do that when I get to
the main house.”

“Come on,” Buzz said, guiding
Dave around the first corner.
“See, fellow, this is my job like.
I get you a good breakfast and
a shave and a haircut and so on
and when you pop in on the
sweetheart and her dad, well,
you're shipshape. See?”

Dave decided the robot could-
n't lead him anywhere Lynn and
her father didn’t want him to
go. “Okay, Buzz. Fine.” He went
with the robot up the orange
steps of a bungalow. Through
the picture window he saw a
motherly robot dusting expec-
tantly.

“Best food in town,” Buzz
said, reaching for the door chime
switch. “Home cooking.”

“That’s for me,” Dave said,
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taking his arm out of Buzz's
grip. ;

A husky robot in a sweat suit
got Dave as he was stepping out
of the barbershop.

Dave told this one, Charlie,
Experimental PE-2, that he was
anxious to get to the main
house. Charlie grinned at that
and said what Dave needed was
a good massage to unknot all
those muscles that traveling in
an old-fashioned rail car tied up.
Dave went to the big gray gym
with him.

It was nearing mid-day when
Dave hurried down the cool,
shadowy stairs of the gym. He
shivered as he stepped into the
warm day. The air was getting
hazy and Dave had to squint as
he looked around him and tried
to figure where the main house
was.

“Hey there, Dave.”

Turning, Dave saw two robots
in dark suits moving along the
street toward him. “Hi,” he
said. “Can you tell me how to
get to the main house?” He as-
sumed either Lynn or her father
had finally sent someone down
to escort him there.

“Plenty of time for that,” said
the one labeled Hank, Experi-
mental BG-PC 3. He took one
of Dave’s arms and Wally, Ex-
perimental BG-PC 4 took the
other.

“Aren’t they expecting me for
lunch or something ?” Dave said.
He noticed that he was perspir-
ing quite a lot. Probably a
reaction to the workout.
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Wally grunted good-naturedly.
“We got a snack set up for you
over at the Rec Center.”

“Oh ?”

“Pretty nice place Mr. Mark-
er's got set up here,” Hank said
as they turned down an alley.

“Must .be the dream of every
scientist to have a place like this
to work in,” Dave said.

“Nice,” Wally said.

They led Dave through the
self-opening back door of a red
real-brick building. Down a nar-
row brown corridor and into a .
high green room circled with
folding chairs.

Three robots in light suits
were standing together in the
center of the room. There were
no rugs on the floor. «

Hank and Wally saluted Dave
a good-bye and left.

“How far from the main house
am 1?” Dave said, walking up
to the three remaining robots. -
“I can skip the snack.”

These robots had no tags. The
tallest one handed Dave a plas-
tic cup. “Ice coffee. Drink it. Do
you good.”

The other two helped Dave sit
down in a straight chair. Some
of the coffee spilled. It was cold
all right.

“We have a few little tests
we’d like you to take, Mr. Mec-
Minn.”

Dave looked up at the talking
one. “Mr. Marker used to make
robots for the Motivational Re-
search people on Mars, right?
You're some of those? Left-
overs?”

“First we have this multiple
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choice thing. A snap. Same as
you must take at North Crispin
College, Mr. McMinn.”

The other two robots slid a
table in front of Dave and gave
him a test writer.

“Works the same as an exam.
Just push the buttons. The first
one deals with basie troubles.”
He handed Dave a sheet of thick
vellow paper dotted with small
punch holes.

The first question on this prac-
tice test was: I think somebody
is out to get me. True. False.

Dave thought for a moment
and pushed the false button.

Apparently someone at the
Rec Center had hypnotized him.
When Dave got out it was mid-
affernoon and he kept getting
fleeting impressions of his fifth
birthday party. He crossed the
street and leaned against a tree,
his weight shaking down a few
half-dry leaves.

To his right the development
inclined gradually into hills and
he saw now a large gabled house,
not built in the Leisurewood pat-
tern, with a sprawling green
house next to it. From what
Dave remembered of talks with
Lynn that was the main house.
Where she spent her vacation pe-
riods. Marker’s place.

Dave grinned without being
amused and started toward the
house. He covered two peaceful
blocks before he sensed another
robot.

This one was big and had a lot
of synthetic blond hair. His
name was John, Experimental
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X. He caught Dave’s arm and
gave it a reassuring squeeze.
Dave jerked away, stumbled over
the curb. His teeth clicked to-
gether as he landed on one foot.
He stepped further off and look-
ed at John. “I'm on my way up
to the main house now, friend.
Don’t need any help.”

“Ah,” said John, smiling un-
derstandingly. “Ah, but we all
need help, son.” He held out a
hand, smooth palm upward.
“Come with me, Dave.”

“Go away.” Dave started
walking, angling toward the
middle of the street. He could
feel twilight coming.

“We have a message for you.”

Dave stopped. “What?”

“A message for everyone.
Come with me to the town coun-
cil and we will talk to you.”
John was in the street, gliding
fast at Dave. “You’ll like the
council. In days to come it will
serve as a model. And as a monu-
ment to Mr. Marker.”

The robot was close to him
and Dave could hear the eyelids
click as they briefly lowered. “I
guess I'll come.”

“Oh, you won’t regret it.”

Someone straightened Dave’s

" bowtie. Dave opened his eyes,

realizing he hadn’t been wearing
a bowtie. A smiling robot in but-
ler attire gave the tie a final tug
and stepped back. Over the but-
ler’s rounded shoulders Dave saw
evening out a high clear window.
Below, a few yellow lights were
scattered in the darkness.
“Cocktails in the library,” said
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the butler, drifting over the
thick patterned rug to the
room’s door.

It was a bedroom and as Dave
walked to the door he noticed
himself in a full-length mirror.
He was wearing evening clothes,
including a lapel flower. No tag
now.

Down a half-turning staircase
and across a smooth yellow hall
and Dave was in a library with
Lynn, her father and a real fire-
place. The butler, who had pre-
ceeded him, turned with a mar-
tini on an ebony tray. Dave took
the drink and the butler left.

George R. Marker held out his
hand. “Glad to have you as a
guest, Dave. Lynn recommends
you highly.” He was a large,
smiling man with straight dark
hair.

Dave nodded. “Thank you,
sir.” He watched Lynn, smiling
carefully.

Lynn, her auburn hair down,
wearing a blue cocktail dress,
smiled up at him. She was perch-
ed on the arm of a big real-leath-
er chair, her glass cupped in one
slender hand. “Hi,” she said.

She was nineteen and had
gray eyes that tended to sparkle.
Dave managed an authentic
smile. “Hi. I finally made it.”

Mr. Marker was studying a
narrow cigar in the light that
flared out from the deep fire-
place. “You did very well today,
Dave. We'll talk about it after
dinner a bit more.” He lit the
cigar and nodded his head slowly
for nearly a half minute. Then
he coughed. “I'll be in my den
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until dinner, Lynn. Paperwork,
Dave. See you shortly. Why not
stroll a little, Lynn, prior to the
meal.” He shook Dave’s hand
again and left by a door Dave
had just noticed.

Lynn stood first, then came up
to Dave. “He likes you, Dave.
That’s very encouraging.”

Dave put his hands on her
waist so that his thumbs met.
“Your dad’s very handy with
tools.” He let go. “Let’s stroll
then.”

Outside, Lynn with a thin
shawl over her bare shoulders,
they walked down a lane over-
hung with drooping trees. A
block from the house Dave stop-
ped and took Lynn’s arm. “Now
what in the name of heaven has
been going on?”

Lynn inhaled quickly. “Oh,
you came through very well. At
the Center you were just fine. I
was worried about the council,
but, well, you came through
great there, too.”

“Sure! With flying colors. You
know about all this. It’s not some
whim of your dad’s? Or some
mechanical breakdown.” He led
her over a stretch of dark pave-
ment to a low green bench.

“You're angry ?” Lynn touched
her upper lip with her tongue,
her eyes wide.

Dave swallowed. “Look, Lynn,
I mean, I spent all afternoon
with a bunch of machines that
kept asking me about my moral
outlook. I don’t mind the mas-
sage and the shave. The ham and
eggs were fine. But, damn, the
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way those guys looked at me.”
He sat down and dropped his
folded hands between his legs.

Lynn sat beside him. “They’re
really good aren’t they. See,
that’s why dad is freelancing
now. He felt too limited in Mo-
tivational Research. They never
let him build in the right ques-
tions. But these fellows he’s
turning out now, they really find
things out.” She flicked her foot
and her shoe arced up and fell
into the grass near them. “And
this is just a start.”

Dave watched the shoe land.
“Lynn?”

“Umm?”

“We’ve known each other
nearly two semesters. You wear
my fraternity pin. Everybody at
North Crispin knows we go
steady.” He put a hand on her
shoulder. “In other words, we're
fond of each other.”

She touched his resting fin-
gers. “Well, of course.”

“Well, then, Lynn, why in the
hell did you let me go through
all that foolishness?”

“You're being poor Dave now.
Is that it?”

“You have a grudge maybe. Is
that why?”

Lynn shrugged. “If you're go-
ing to indulge in self-pity we
won’t bother having an adult
discussion.”

Dave stood. “You are a sopho-
more, Lynn. And the kind of
discussion you can have is called
sophomoric.” He jammed his
hands in his pockets and started
downhill.
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Lynn, after she found her
shoe, came after him. “I thought
you realized, Dave, that I help
dad in his work. That what he
does is important. We want
these machines to be perfect. We
want acceptance for dad’s robots
because then people will be help-
ed.” She caught Dave’s arm. “I
thought you’d be willing to help
us. See, we don’t often get some-
body to .. . to try out all the ma-
chines.” i

“That’s fine.” He cut across a
neat lawn and sat on a porch.

“And if you’re going, even-
tually, to marry me, my lord, we
have to know about you.” She
stood on a stepping stone, her
hands behind her and looked up
at him.

“Don’t you know?”

Lynn sighed. “But we have all
these fellows to test you. Why
let them go to waste?”

“Why didn’t you mention it? I
wrote you from the resort and
asked if I could visit you on my
next days off. And you said yes.”

“Do you like your job, by the
way?”

“It’s great. Well?”

“It doesn’t make for a good
test situation. You build up ani-
mosities in advance.”

Dave looked at her and shook
his head. “I thought I knew
you.”

“Well, you do. We love each
other.” She came up the steps.
“And, Dave, you did fine on all
the tests. You're acceptable as
anything.”

“T don’t see how you could just
throw me to those machines.”
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Lynn rumpled his crew cut.
“There you go. Feeling sorry
for yourself.”

“I don’t know,” Dave said.
“All those guys—machines, I
mean. And blacking out. I
shouldn’t have.”

“But you passed. Everything’s
okay.” She stretched up and
kissed him on the cheek. “We'll
go over all the data on you to-
morrow. And tomorrow, too, I'll
show you the file on me, from
when I took the tests. Then we’ll
really know all about each oth-
er.” Lynn lowered her head.

Dave watched her for a mo-
ment and then took her hand.
“Tomorrow ?”

Lynn nodded.

“Well,” Dave said. “We bet-
ter be getting up to the main
house. Must be dinner time.”
He touched at her shoulder and
then led her across the dark
lawn and up the dark street.

Dave left the house several
hours before dawn, going the
way he had gone when he went
on the stroll. That was the only
way he knew of getting out of
the place.

The village was cold and clear
in the moonlight as he ran quiet-
ly downhill in his soft-soled

white bucks. All was silence.

No lights in any of the cot-
tages and no sign of robots.

Dave stopped a moment in a
low gutter and took several deep
breaths. He cut over among the
cottages so he would hit the
fence away from the gatekeep-
er’s shack.

As far as he knew the fence
wasn’t electrified. He found a
section flanked by high neat
hedge and climbed over. He was
in mid-air outside when the sin-
gle bell began clanging in the
shack. )

Dave rose from his knees and
started running again. Toward
the hills.

He heard the gatekeeper call
out, “Who dere? Who dat?”

Dave wanted to stop and shout
something back, but he kept run-
ning. And pretty soon he could-
n’t hear the calling any more.

He had to sit three hours in
the little rail station before he
could get a train back to the
resort and his vacation job.

Long before the train came
Dave knew he wouldn’t see Lynn
the next semester. Wouldn’t take
any of the same courses any-
more.

He even considered transfer-
ring to another planet.

THE END
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... AND WHO THE POT?

By ERIC FRANK RUSSELL

A few issues back Eric Frank Russell blasted
astronomers. Then a flood of letters from read-
ers blasted Russell. At the editors' request, he
writes here in defense of his position. . . .

OME people extracted fun

from that article about Star-
gazers. That was the intention.
Others got no more than an
acute pain in the butt and said
so in loud voices. The latter
could have expressed themselves
more effectively but at least they
made it plain that it is wicked
to jerk down the pants of the
tribal gods. To an especially rev-
erent section of science-fiction
fandom an astronomer is a satis-
factory god-substitute—pending
first arrival on the moon of
someone who may be no more
than a dreamer with guts.

Looking backward 1 think
maybe I overdid that article be-
cause it implied that all astron-
omers are con men busily taking
the suckers. The emphasis on
folly was too heavy and made it
look like wilful deceit. It would
have been more accurate and cer-
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tainly less unkind to have de-
picted the inmates of our observ-
atories as intellectual Moslems,
happy in their joint delusion
that heaven will prove to be pre-
cisely what they assert it to be
down to the last rose-garden,
sherbet-fountain and dancing-
girl. In these cases it is a matter
of sincere belief.

To take a running kick at as-
tronomy is not to ridicule a
science but to attack a faith.
Conventionally that sort of thing
just isn’t done. If one lays hon-
est belief across the barrel one
is guilty of Very Bad Taste even
though all the faith in the world
cannot convert speculation into
demonstrable fact or produce
proof of the unprovable. As Os-
car Wilde remarked, “A thing is
not true merely because a man
is willing to die for it.” Neither
do theories become facts merely



because someone with a claim to
authority states them as facts.

The attitude of some readers
suggests that they have become
unconscious victims of what
professional propagandists call
“oreation of belief by repetitive
statement.” This is the tech-
nique of asserting the same
thing again and again and again
until it has been accepted for no
other reason than because it has
been repeated ad nauseum. The
result is a form of mental con-
ditioning—call it brain-washing
if you wish—so firmly fixed that
when it is called into question
the instinctive reaction is one of
Lorror.

This is well expressed by a
reader in L. A. who writes:
“Why did you waste space on
that garbage by Eric Frank
Russell?” He says no more than
that, makes no attempt to justify
his definition, contents himself
expressing the indignation of a
true believer whose faith has
been undermined. To the wail of
a soul deprived of its juju there
is no answer save, “Hallelujah,
brother!”

A gentleman in Tacoma—I
am avoiding names for obvious
reasons—takes me to task for
saying that it will take half a
lifetime to get to Venus or Mars
and that this “proves” that my
knowledge of astronomy is a
hundred years behind the times.
What it does prove is that one
astronomer’s knowledge of rock-
etry is somewhat feeble since
this estimate was his and not
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mine. I waggled my eyebrows at
the time I discovered it in a
scientific magazine. There is
nothing like an astronomical
article for restoring one’s sense
of wonder. :

At this point I could question
how much real knowledge of
astronomy anyone possesses, as-
tronomers and the gentleman
from Tacoma included. But why
should I bother? It has been
done already. Refer back to the
January issue. {

The same reader goes on to
assert that I “confidently dis-
r1iss any relation between life-
forms of any kind of high order
and planetary atmospheres,”
adding, “so surely he is no
biologist.” What I do confidently
dismiss is the astronomical claim
to know the truth about condi-
tions on other planets. I also dis-
miss the right of astronomers to
invade the biological field by
making statements about life or
lack of life on other planets.

Two or three decades ago it
was an “astronomical fact”
(meaning a guess) that the
moon was airless and that its
core was stone-cold. Today it is
an “astronomical fact” (mean-
ing another guess) that it has a
tenuous atmosphere in its crater
bottoms and that its interior is
at least warm, possibly hot. It
is impossible for two mutually
exclusive “facts” to occupy the
same dogmatic space. Astrono-
mers will know the full truth
about the moon when someone
gets there and digs out the real
facts. They know even less about
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other planets. And they know
far less than does the profes-
sional biologist about life’s
amazing adaptability to widely
varying conditions.

Astronomical speculations
about the possibility of life on
other planets are almost invar-
iably parochial, based on life as
we know it and never on life as
we don’t know it. Terra is the
yardstick with which they try to
measure the cosmos, a Lillipu-
tian habit that could cause
hearty laughter among the stars.
Yet, strangely enough, the as-
tronomers who find it well-nigh
impossible to conceive life as we
don’t know it have no trouble
whatsoever in accepting the
idea of God. While refusing to
strain at gnats they willingly
swallow a camel.

A reader in Minneapolis goes
to some length and considerable
pains to pull me apart. He
starts off in great style by de-
tailing the modern version of
the Michelson-Morley experi-
ment and then argues from this
that the original version must
be wrong. I can do nothing with
this line of reasoning because it
is nothing more than a profes-
sion’of faith. The reader is in
precisely the same moral posi-
tion as a devout Shintoist who
argues that Christianity must be
wrong because he personally
knows Shintoism to be right.

Next, he gives over much
space to a lecture on light phe-
nomena, denying that any basic
contradictions exist, and tri-
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umphantly ends up with the
statement that “the phase veloc-
ity of a light quantum may ex-
ceed the speed of light, i.e., the
group velocity.” Offhand I can
think of no satisfactory way of
smacking back at someone who
denies a point by confirming it
in slightly different words. How
does one cope with a debater
who contradicts by agreeing?

This boy is good in his own
peculiar way. He next offers to
stake his paycheck on the belief
that Dr. Shapely (he means
Shapley) never did say that
Earth’s surface contains 30,000,-
000,000,000,000 molecules. He's
betting on a sure thing. The
count was for one cubic centi-
meter of air at sea-level. And
Dr. Shapley did not make it.
Neither did I accuse him of
making it.

After dealing with Planck’s
Constant by the simple method
of counter-assertion, Mr. Min-
neapolis falls into a pardonable
error. He says: “I will stand on
my mother’s judgment that Hal-
ley’s Comet was . . . spectacu-
lar.” His mother is dead right; it
was spectacular. But not in
1910. The event came in 1911 as
Mom will realize if she checks
back.

He's pretty free with his pay-
checks because he ends up by
staking another that Dr. Hubble
never did weigh or claim to have
weighed Andromeda. For my-
self, I know that he didn’t and
that is why I took care to write
that he was said to have done so.
He was reported to have weigh-
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ed it and I can find no record
that he ever contradicted this
piece of sensational stupidity.
Plenty of people swallowed it
hook, line and sinker and—
rightly or wrongly—I assume
that he was content for them to
do so. It’s high time a lot of such
unquestioning acceptances were
subjected to what John Foster
Dulles calls “an agonizing reap-
praisal.”

A lightning punch comes from
San Leandro, Calif., whence a
reader shoots the question: “Is
Mr. Russell simply a cantanker-
ous ignoramus?” The answer is
yes. I said so in the article that
has aroused the question. I say
it again here and now. So far as
outer space 1is concerned I
am singularly ill-informed and
don’t care who knows it. As-
tronomers are singularly ill-in-
formed but do care who knows
it. Why has von Braun spent
most of thirty years fighting to
gain the stars? Answer: because
the man hates to be kept in
ignorance.

From Gainesville, Fla., comes
a reader who appears to be un-
der the impression that an as-
tronomer is a kind of celestial
engineer whose measurements
and calculations follow common
engineering practice. I'll believe
it when I read an astronomical
work that makes meticulous use
of plus-or-minus limitations fa-
miliar to engineering, which
does not adopt a value and treat
it as if it were an established
constant and finally which does
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not advance theories in the
guise of facts.

Criticizing my rejection of
Jeans’ meter-per-century exten-
sion of the distance from Earth
to sun, this reader asks: “Does-
n’t the poor fellow know the
difference between a derivative
(change) and a constant?”
What I do know is that
P+ P—=P where P is a guess, an
authoritative one perhaps, but
still a guess.

With a sudden attack of
piety, this reader ends up by re-
marking: “God help scientific
young people who let themselves
be misled by self-styled experts -
like Mr. Russell. It could happen
—to those whose scientific back-
ground is still on Mr. Russell’s
level.”

It's getting somewhat tire-
some but even this will have to
be answered with the flat state-
ment—which any reader can
check for himself—that no-
where in that January article
did I pose as an expert on any-
thing except, perhaps, chronic
skepticism.

As for my scientific back-
ground, it is not an astronomical
one. Neither is anyone else’s—
for the simple reason that as-
tronomy is not an exact science
in the same sense that physies,
chemistry, biology, etc., are ex-
act sciences. This is not to say
that astronomy will never be-
come an exact science. Someday
it may—after and only after it
has been given a big and badly
needed boost by the Johnny-
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come-lately secience of astronau-
tics.

It is for this very reason that
I think many astronomers have
been stupidly antagonistic to-
ward rocketeers and therefore
deserve to have their own expert-
ness called into question. They
have been biting the hand that
is going to feed them. Some day
a happy astronomer may operate
a telescope more effectively upon
the moon. One thing is dead cer-
tain: no bunch of astronomers
will put him there. The job will
be done by rocketeers after all
the exact sciences have combined
to create the vehicle. Doubtless
it is too much to expect astrono-
mers to show gratitude in
advance but at least they could
have refrained from adopting a
eritical and obstructionist atti-
tude that has ranged all the way
from patronizing condescension
to cheap sneers.

Giving the lead to his own
dogmatic herd, the British As-
tronomer Royal has said that
rocketry is utter bilge. The in-
tended implication is that as-
tronomy is not utter Dbilge.
That’s enough to make anyone
with red blood start digging into
the astronomical garbage heap
and exposing the smelly bits.
And why shouldn’t he? We are
living in a free world. A cat may
look at a king. A man possessed
of the evil eye may stare hard at
an astronomer. “Who is the Pot-
ter, pray, and who the Pot?”

Anyway, it’s a good thing that
authority should be challenged
and expertness questioned once
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in a while. If a layman makes a
mistake it rarely matters much.
Who listens to a nobody? But
when an authority blunders,
man, he does it good and prop-
er. His opinion has been listened
to with respeet, his advice taken
and acted upon, so that when the
advice proves bad the error has
to be paid for on a large scale.

Bad advice by so-called ex-
perts—many of them astrono-
mers—cost the U. S. A. six years
of progress in rocketry and en-
abled the Russians to sneak the
lead. The same thing cost the
British ten years and put them
clean out of the sputnik race.
The experts have little reason to
congratulate themselves.

If it is of any comfort to true
believers among the readership
I will admit that astronomers do
not have the complete monopoly
of expert asininity. I've just
been reading a letter from Brit-
ish Government experts, dated
January 22, 1874, telling a
dreamy inventor to keep his new
communications system and go
jump. It was addressed to Alex-
ander Graham Bell, Esq. Forty
years later another group of offi-
cial know-alls did it again with
a similar letter to the Wright
Brothers.

In 1940 forty million French-
men paid dearly for their mis-
placed faith in expert assurances
that the Maginot Line was in-
vincible. In the 1930s British ex-
perts spent the them enormous
sum of $400,000,000 on “perfect-
ing” the defenses of Singapore
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after which they confidently de-
seribed it as “our impregnable
bastion of the East.” Public
faith in this expertness was the
direct cause of what proved to
be one of the greatest disasters
in British military history.

Half the success of the attack
on Pearl Harbor was attribut-
able to misplaced faith in expert
opinion that “the Japs would
never dare.” Long before that
event American and British
naval experts had been consist-
ently swearing that airplanes
could never sink a battleship and
they went on saying so until the
Japs started sending them down
right, left and center. The gulli-
ble publie, always more ready to
revere than suspect an expert,
swallowed every authoritative
statement until forced by events
to regurgitate. Will they never
learn?

Such blunders are caused by
errors of expert opinion (as
usual, presented in the guise of
indisputable facts), but experts
equally well can tangle their feet
and fall headlong over real facts.
In January, 1959 world-famous
scientist Sir Robert Watson-
Watt was reported as saying

that British scientists were now
in a position to wipe out the en-
tire world with less than one
pound of botulinus toxin. This
claim was “confirmed” by anoth-
er character, Dr. Brock Chis-
holm, former director-general of
the World Health Organization.

Wild with excitement; the
British B.B.C. interview an emi-
nent bacteriologist on its televi-
sion program and asked him
about this wonderful super-
weapon. Being strictly an honest
man, he replied that he consid-
ered it rubbish, adding that even
if they had such a toxin—which
he doubted—there was no effec-
tive way of delivering it. A few
days later Dr. Roderick Mackay
announced that no such toxin
had been made in government
laboratories for ten years. Fi-
nally, the government itself
appeared in the form of Mr. Au-
brey Jones, Minister of Supply,
who said that Sir Robert Wat-
son-Watt’s and Dr. Brock Chis-
holm’s statements were “grossly,
indeed, ludicrously exaggerat-
ed.”

No, the astronomers haven’t
got it all to themselves. But
they’'ve got quite a piece of it.

THE END

... AND WHO THE POT?

Si



by S. E. COTTS

A MEDICINE FOR MELANCHOLY. By Ray Bradbury. 240 pp. Doubleday
& Company, Inc. $3.75.

I cannot imagine what good deed I have performed to be reward-
ed by having both Bradbury and Asimov books to read and rejoice
over in a single month. Nevertheless, I am overwhelmingly grateful
to whatever unseen providence dropped this payload in my lap. The
subsequent pleasure has been a reviewer’s heaven on earth.

The Bradbury book consists of 22 short stories. Some are mellow,
. some bubble and sing with life, some strike a subtle note of terror,
some rise above it in triumph. But each has its own distinctive aura.
Bradbury needs no tricky plot twists, no story of a super science,
no detailed character study. His writing shows its quality from the
first taste, like a fine wine. If the reader gets the impression that I
have a hangover from drinking in too much Bradbury, he is prob-
ably right. For the excitement of these stories lasts far beyond the
time required to read them, and the moods evoked return again and
again to lay their hold upon the defenseless reader.

The very titles are enough to conjure up a sense of Bradbury’s
uniqueness, even before the stories are read—for instance, “The
Wonderful Ice Cream Suit,” “Fever Dream,” “Icarus Montgolfier
Wright,” “All Summer in a Day,” “The Strawberry Window,” and
my favorite, a haunting story called “Dark They Were and Golden-
eyed.”

All readers are urged to get hold of a copy and to immerse them-
selves in the infinite variety of Mr. Bradbury’s fragile world.

NINE TOMORROWS. By Isaac Asimov. 236 pp. Doubleday & Company,
Inc. $3.50.

Here is the other bit of paradise that I referred to above, a col-
lection of nine glimpses of the future via “Asimovision.” Asimov,

52



of course, always presents his readers with consistently stimulating
fiction, but this group is a tour de force even for him. He seems to
have reached some new maturity, some superb sense of the balance
of forces in a story because there isn’t a weak sister in the group.
Nine such dazzling performances in a single volume must surely be
some sort of world record.

Asimov has not used any single formula to achieve these suc-
cesses. “Profession” and “The Feeling of Power” take trends that
are already apparent and advance them several leaps forward to
logical, if terrible, conclusions. “The Ugly Little Boy” is an incred-
ibly moving story that can be compared to the powerful Greek
tragedies in its sense of impending doom. “I'm in Marsport With-
out Hilda” is a delightful farce about a tough private eye and a
tongue-twisting spacesick pill. In “The Last Question” a simple, al-
most geometrical progression becomes a breathtaking answer to a
very old question.

I could go on and on describing these stories, but even so I would
only be able to give the faintest indication of the wealth of ideas
and the completeness of the realization in each case. To be brief:
Go! Buy! Read!

THE REST MUST DIE. By Richard Foster. 176 pp. Gold Medal Book.
Paper: 35¢.

Take a plot that is commonplace by now, people it with characters
that are so typical as to be meaningless, use the old gimmick of in-
troducing them singly and then letting their paths cross, and you
have an idea of the patchwork medley that Richard Foster tries to
thrust upon the unsuspecting reader.

This is not to give the impression that a plot concerning the sur-
vivors of a bomb attack on New York has no possibilities. Quite the
contrary, but the reading public has seen so many superb examples
of this kind of writing since Hersey’s classic, Hiroshima, that it is
foolhardy to utilize this method of examining people under stress
unless the writer brings a fresh viewpoint and has superior gifts.

It is also possible to write a book whose people represent certain
common types. But it can only be successful if the author can infuse
his characters with such life that they rise above themselves and
-their label and become representative of a whole cross section of
humanity. Unfortunately Mr. Foster cannot.

There are some interesting touches as the survivors delve the
facilities of New York’s underground city, the subway. But even
these touches dwindle in importance in the face of what should have
been done with the material. Mr. Foster has tried to dig beneath
the surface of his characters, but the result is still just a facade.
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COMPLETE
BOOK-LENGTH NOVEL

A HANDFUL
OF STARS

By
POUL
ANDERSON

ILLUSTRATOR FINLAY

CHAPTER 1

T T PLEASED Ruethen of the

Long Hand to give a feast and
ball at the Crystal Moon for his
enemies. He knew they must
come. Pride of race had slipped
from Terra, while the need to
appear well-bred and sophisticat-
ed had waxed correspondingly.
The fact that spaceships prowled
and fought, fifty light-years be-
yond Antares, made it all the
more impossible for a gaucherie
to refuse an invitation from the
Merseian representative. Be-
sides, one could feel delightfully
wicked and ever so delicately in
danger.

Captain Sir Dominic Flandry,
Imperial Naval Intelligence
Corps, allowed himself a small
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Flandry and Lady Diana were



attire. Ruethen waited to greet them.

in their formal

resplendent
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complaint. “It’s not that I refuse
any being’s liquor,” he said,
“and Ruethen has a chef for his
human-type meals who'd be
worth a war to get. But I
thought I was on furlough.”

“So you are,” said Diana
Vinogradoff, Right Noble Lady
Guardian of the Mare Crisium.

Flandry grinned. He felt
pretty sure he was going to win
his bet with Ivar del Bruno.
They relaxed in the lounge and
he switched off the lights.

Now in the sudden darkness,
space leaped forth, crystal black
and a wintry blaze of stars. The
banded shield of Jupiter swelled
even as they watched, spilling
soft amber radiance into the
ship. Lady Diana became a fig-
ure out of myth, altogether
beautiful; her jewels glittered
like raindrops on long gown and
heaped tresses. Flandry stroked
his neat mustache. I don’t sup-
pose I look too hideous myself,
he thought smugly, and advanc-
ed to the attack.

“No . .. please . . . not now.”
Lady Diana fended him off, but
in a promising way. Flandry re-
clined again. No hurry. The
banquet and dance would take
hours. Afterward, when the
yacht made its leisured way
home toward Terra, and cham-
pagne bubbles danced in both
their heads . . . “Why did you
say that about being on fur-
lough?” she asked, smoothing
her coiffure with slim fingers.
Her luminous nail polish danced
about in the twilight like flying
candle flames.
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“The Nyanza business was a
trifle wearing, y’know,” he said,
to remind her of yet another ex-
ploit of his on yet another exotic
planet. “I came Home for a rest.
And the Merseians are such
damnably strenuous creatures.
It makes me tired just to look
at one, let alone spar with him.”

“You don’t have to tonight,
Sir Dominie,” she smiled. “Can’t
you lay all this feuding aside,
just for a little while, and be
friends with them? I mean,
we're all beings, in spite of these
silly rivalries.”

“I'd love to relax with them,
my lady. But you see, they never
do.”

“Oh, come now! I've talked to
them, often, and—"

“They can radiate all the vir-
ile charm they need,” said Flan-
dry. For an instant his light
tone was edged with acid. “But
destroying the Terrestrial Em-
pire is a full-time job.”

Then, quickly, he remembered
what he was about, and picked
up his usual line of banter. He
wasn’t required to be an Intelli-
gence agent all the time. Was
he? When a thousand-credit bet
with his friend was involved?
Ivar del Bruno had insisted that
Lady Diana Vinogradoff would
never bestow her favors on any-
one under the rank of earl. The
challenge was hard to refuse,
when the target was so intrin-
sically tempting, and when
Flandry had good reason to be
complacent about his own abili-
ties. It had been a hard cam-
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paign, though. and yielding to
her whim to attend the Merseian
-party was only a small fraction
of the lengths to which he had
gone.

But now, Flandry decided, if
he played his cards right for a
few hours more, the end would
be achieved. And afterward, a
thousand ecredits would buy a
really good orgy for two at the
Everest House.

Chives, valet cum pilot cum
private gunman, slipped the
yacht smoothly into berth at the
Crystal Moon. There was no flut-
ter of weight change, though
deceleration had been swift and
the internal force-field hard put
to compensate. Flandry stood
up, cocked his beret at a care-
fully rakish angle, swirled his
scarlet cloak, and offered an arm
to Lady Diana. They stepped
through the airlock and along
a transparent tube to the palace
and the awaiting festivities.

The woman caught a delighted
gasp. “I've never seen it so close
up,” she whispered. “Who ever
made it?”

The artificial satellite had
Jupiter for background, and the
Milky Way and the huge cold
constellations. Glass-clear walls
faced infinity, curving and tum-
bling like water. Planar gravity
fields held faceted synthetic
jewels, ruby, emerald, diamond,
topaz, massing several tons each,
in orbit around the central min-
aret. One outward thrust of
bubble was left at zero gee,
a conservatory where mutant
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ferns and orchids rippled on
rhythmic breezes.

“T understand it was built for
Lord Tsung-Tse about a century
back,” said Flandry. “His son
sold it for gambling debts,-and
the then Merseian ambassador
acquired it and had it put in or-
bit around Jupiter. Symbolic,
eh?”

She arched questioning brows,
but he thought better of explain-
ing. His own mind ran on: Eh,
for sure. I suppose it’s inevitable
and so forth. Terra has been too
rich for too long: we've grown
old and content, no mare high
hazards for wus. Whereas the
Merseian Empire s fresh, vig-
orous, disciplined, dedicated, et
tedious cetera. Personally, I en-
joy decadence; but somebody has
to hold off the Long Night for
my own lifetime, and it looks as
if I'm elected.

Then they neared the portal,
where a silver spiderweb gate
stood open. Ruethen himself
greeted them at the head of an
iridescent slideramp. Such was
Merseian custom. But he bowed
in Terran style and touched
horny lips to Lady Diana’s hand.
“A rare pleasure, I am certain.”
The bass voice gave to fluent
Anglic an indescribable nonhu-
man accent.

She considered him. The Mer-
seian was a true mammal, but
with more traces of reptile an-
cestry than humankind: pale
green skin, hairless and finely
scaled; a low spiny ridge from
the head down along the back-
bone to the end of a long thick
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tail. He was broader than a man,
and would have stood a sheer
two meters did he not walk with
a forward-stooping gait. Except
for its baldness and lack of ex-
ternal ears, the face was quite
humanoid, even good-looking in
a heavy rough way. But the eyes
beneath the overhanging brow
ridges were two small pits of
jet. Ruethen wore the austere
uniform of his class, form-fitting
black with silver trim. A blaster
was belted at his hip.

Lady Diana’s perfectly sculp-
ed mouth curved in a smile. “Do

you actually know me, my
lord?” she murmured.
“Frankly, no.” A barbaric

bluntness. Any nobleman of
Terra would have been agile to
disguise his ignorance. “But
while this log does burn upon
the altar stone, peace-holy be it
among us. As my tribe would say
in the Cold Valleys.”

“Of course you are an old
friend of my escort,” she teased.

Ruethen cocked an eye at
Flandry. And suddenly the man
sensed tautness in that massive
frame. Just for a moment, then
Ruethen’s whole body became a
mask. “We have met now and
then,” said the Merseian dryly.
“Welcome, Sir Dominic. The
cloakroom slave will furnish you
with a mind-screen.”

“What?” Despite . himself,
Flandry started.

“If you want one.” Ruethen
bared powerful teeth at Lady
Diana. “Will my unknown friend
grant me a dance later?”

She lost her own coolness for
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a second, then nodded gracious-
ly. “That would be a . . . unique
experience, my lord,” she said.

It would, at that. Flandry led
her on into the ballroom. His
mind worried Ruethen’s curious
offer, like a dog with a bone.
Why—?

He saw the gaunt black shape
among the rainbow Terrans, and
he knew. It went cold along his
spine.

CHAPTER 2

E WASTED no time on ex-

cuses, but almost ran to the
cloakroom. His feet whispered
along the crystalline floor, where
Orion glittered hundreds of
light-years - beneath. “Mind-
screen,” he snapped.

The slave was a pretty girl.
Merseians took pleasure in buy-
ing humans for menial jobs.
“I've only a few, sir,” she said.
“His lordship told me to keep
them for—"

“Me!” Flandry snatched the
cap of wires, transistors, and
power cells from her hesitant
fingers. Only when it was on his
head did he relax. Then he took
out a fresh cigaret and steered
through lilting music toward the
bar. He needed a drink, badly.

Aycharaych of Chereion stood
beneath high glass pillars. No
one spoke to him. Mostly the hu-
mans were dancing, while non-
humans of various races listened
to the music. A performer from
Lulluan spread heaven-blue
feathers on a small stage, but
few watched that rare sight.

AMAZING STORIES



Flandry elbowed past a Mer-
seian, who had just drained a
two-liter tankard. “Scotch,” he
said. “Straight, tall, and quick.”

Lady Diana approached. She
seemed uncertain whether to be
indignant or intrigued. “Now I
know what they mean by cava-
lier treatment.” She pointed up-
ward. “What is that thing?”

Flandry tossed off his drink.
The whiskey smoked down his
throat, and he felt his nerves
ease. “I'm told it’s my face,” he
said.

“No, no! Stop fooling! I
mean that horrible wire thing.”

“Mind-screen.” He held out his
glass for a refill. “It heterodynes
the energy radiation of the
cerebral cortex in a random pat-
tern. Makes it impossible to read
what I'm thinking.”

“But I thought that was im-
possible anyway,” she said, be-
wildered. “I mean, unless you
belong to a naturally telepathic
species.”

“Which man isn’t,” he agreed,
“except for rare cases. The non-
telepath develops his own private
‘language,” which is gibberish to
anyone who hasn’t studied him
for a long time as a single indi-
vidual. Ergo, telepathy was
never considered a particular
threat in my line of work, and
you’ve probably never heard of
the mind-screen. It was develop-
ed just a few years ago. And the
reason for its development is
standing over there.”

She followed his eyes. “Who?
That tall being in the black
mantle ?”
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“The same. I had a brush with
him, and discovered to my . . .
er . . . discomfiture, shall we
say? . .. that he has a unique
gift. Whether or not all his race
does, I couldn’t tell you. But
within a range of a few hundred
meters, Aycharaych of Chereion
can read the mind of any indi-
vidual of any species, whether
he’s ever met his victim before
or not.”

“But—why, then—"

“Exactly. He’s persona non
grata throughout our territory,
of course, to be shot on sight.
But as you know, my lady,” said
Flandry in a bleak tone, “we are
not now in the Terrestrial Em-
pire. Jupiter belongs to the Dis-
persal of Ymir.”

“Oh,” said Lady Diana. She
colored. “A telepath!” ‘

Flandry gave her a lopsided
grin. “Aycharaych is the equiv-
alent of a gentleman,” he said.
“He wouldn’t tell on you. But I'd
better go talk to him now.” He
bowed. “You are certain not to
lack company. I see a dozen men
converging here already.”

“So there are.” She smiled.
“But I think Aycharaych—how
do you pronounce it, that gut-
tural ch baffles me—I think
he’ll be much more intriguing.”
She took his arm.

Flandry disengaged her. She
resisted. He closed a hand on her
wrist and shoved it down with
no effort. Maybe his visage was
a fake, he told himself once in a
while, but at least his body was
his own, and the dreary hours of

59



calisthenics had some reward.
“I'm sorry, my lady,” he said,
“but I am about to talk shop,
and you’re not initiated in the
second oldest profession. Have
fun.” ?

Her eyes flared offended van-
ity. She whirled about and wel-
comed the Duke of Mars with
far more enthusiasm than that
foolish young man warranted.
Flandry sighed. I suppose I owe
you a thousand credits, Ivar. He
cocked his cigarette at a defiant
angle, and strolled across the
ballroom.

Aycharaych smiled. His face
was also closely humanoid, but
in a bony, sword-nosed fashion;
the angles of mouth and jaw
were exaggerated into V’s. It
might almost have been the face
of some Byzantine saint. But the
skin was a pure golden hue, the
brows were arches of fine blue
feathers, the bald skull carried
a feather crest and pointed ears.
Broad chest, wasp waist, long
skinny legs were hidden by the
cloak. The feet, with four clawed
toes and spurs on the ankles,
showed bare. Aycharaych re-
mained in his place as Flandry
approached.

Flandry felt pretty sure that
intelligent life on Chereion had
evolved from birds, and that the
planet must be dry, with a thin
cold atmosphere. He had hints
that its native civilization was
incredibly old, and reason to be-
lieve it was not a mere subject
of Merseia. But beyond that, his
knowledge emptied into dark-
ness. He didn’t even know where
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in the Merseian sphere the sun
of Chereion lay.

Aycharaych extended a six-
fingered hand. Flandry shook it.
The digits were delicate within
his own. For a brutal moment he
thought of squeezing hard,
crushing the fine bones. Aycha-
raych stood a bit taller than he,
but Flandry was a rather big
human, much broader and more
solid.

“A pleasure to meet you again,
Sir Dominie,” said Aycharaych.
His voice was low, sheer beauty
to hear. Flandry looked at rust-
red eyes, with a warm metallic
luster, and released the hand.

“Hardly unexpected,” he said.
“For you, that is.”

“You travel about so much,”
Aycharaych said. “I was sure a
few men of your corps would be
here tonight, but I could not be
certain of your own where-
abouts.”

“I wish I ever was of yours,”
said Flandry ruefully.

“Congratulations upon your
handling of l'affaire Nyanza. We
are going to miss A’u on our
side. He had a certain watery
brilliance.”

Flandry prevented himself
from showing surprise. “I
thought that aspect of the busi-
ness had been hushed up,” he
said. “But little pitchers seem to
have big ears. How long have
you been in the Solar System?”

“A few weeks,” said Aycha-
raych. “Chiefly a pleasure trip.”
He cocked his head. “Ah, the
orchestra has begun a Strauss
waltz. Very good.”
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“Oh?” Flandry’s interest in
ancient music was only slightly
greater than his interest in com-
mitting suicide. “I wouldn't
know.”

“You should, my friend. Not
even excepting Xingu, Strauss
is the most misunderstood com-
poser of known galactic history.
Were I to be imprisoned for life
with only one tape, I would
choose his Death and Transfigu-
ration and be satisfied.”

“I'll arrange it,” offered Flan-
dry at once.

Aycharaych chuckled and took
the man’s arm. “Come, let us
find a more peaceful spot. But I
pray you, do not waste so amus-
ing an occasion on me. I own to
visiting Terra clandestinely, but
that part of it was entirely for
the easement of my personal
curiosity. I had no intention of
burgling the Imperial offices—"

“Which are equipped with
Aycharaych alarms anyway.”

“Telepathizing detectors? Yes,
so I would assume. I am a little
too old and stiff, and your grav-
ity a little too overpowering, to
indulge in my own thefts. Nor
have I the type of dashing good
looks needed, I am told by all
the teleplays, for cloak and dag-
ger work. No, I merely wished
to see the planet which bred such
a race as yours. I walked in a
few forests, inspected certain
paintings, visited some chosen
graves, and returned here.
Whence I am about to depart, by
the way. You need not get your
Imperium to put pressure on
the Ymirites to expel me; my
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courier ship leaves in twenty
hours.”

“For where?” asked Flandry.

“Hither and yon,” said Ay-
charaych lightly.

" Flandry felt his stomach mus-
cles grow hard. “Syrax?” he got
out.

They paused at the entrance
to the null-gee conservatory. A
single great sphere of water
balanced like silver at its very
heart, with fern jungle and a
thousand purple-scarlet blooms
forming a cavern around it, the
stars and mighty Jupiter be-
yond. Later, no doubt, the
younger and drunker humans
would be peeling off their clothes
and going for a free-fall swim
in that serene globe. But now
only the music dwelt here. Ay-
charaych kicked himself over the
threshold. His cloak flowed like
black wings as he arrowed across
the bubble-dome. Flandry came
after, in clothes that were fire
and trumpeting. He needed a
moment before he adjusted
to weightlessness. Aycharaych,
whose ancestors once whistled
in Chereion’s sky, appeared to
have no such trouble.

The nonhuman stopped his
flight by seizing a bracken
frond. He looked at a violet
burst of orchids and his
long hawk-head inclined. “Black
against the quicksilver water
globe,” he mused; “the universe
black and cold beyond both. A
beautiful arrangement, and with
that touch of horror necessary
to the highest art.”
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“Black?” Flandry glanced
startled at the violet flowers.
Then he clamped his lips.

But Aycharaych had already
grasped the man’s idea. He
smiled. “Touché. 1 should not
have let slip that I am color-
blind in the blue wavelengths.”

“But you see further into the
red than I do,” predicted Flan-
-dry.

“Yes.

I admit, since you

would infer so anyhow, my na-

tive sun is cooler and redder
than yours. If you think that
will help you identify it, among
all the millions of stars in the
Merseian sphere, accept the in-
formation ~with my compli-
ments.”

“The Syrax Cluster is middle
Population One,” said Flandry.
“Not too suitable for your eyes.”

- Aycharaych stared at the
water. Tropical fish were visible

within its globe, like tiny many-

colored rockets. “It does not
follow I am going to Syrax,” he
said tonelessly. “I certainly
have no personal wish to do so.
Too many warcraft, too many
professional officers. I do not
like their mentality.” He made
a free-fall bow. “Your own ex-
cepted, of course.”

“Of course,” said Flandry.
“Still, if you could do something
to break the deadlock out there,
in Merseia’s favor—"

“You flatter me,” said Aycha-
raych. “But I fear you have not
yet outgrown the romantic view
of military politics. The fact is
that neither side wants to make
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a total effort to control the Sy-
rax stars. Merseia could use
them as a valuable base, out-
flanking Antares and thus a
spearhead poised at that entire
sector of your empire. Terra
wants control simply to deny us
the cluster. Since neither gov-
ernment wishes, at present, to
break the nominal state of
peace, they maneuver about out
there, mass naval strength, spy
and snipe and hold running bat-
tles . . . but the game of all-out
seizure ‘is not worth the candle
of all-out war.”

“But if you could tip the
scales, personally, so our boys
lost out at Syrax,” said Flandry,
“we wouldn’t counter-attack
your imperial sphere. You know
that. It’d invite counter-counter-
attack on us. Heavens, Terra it-
self might be bombed! We're
much: too comfortable to risk
such an outcome.” He pulled
himself up short. Why expose his
own bitterness, and perhaps be

arrested on Terra for sedition?

“If we possessed Syrax,” said
Aycharaych, “it would, with 71
per cent probability, hasten the
collapse of the Terran hegemony
by a hundred years, plus or
minus ten. That is the verdict
of our military computers—
though I myself feel the faith
our High Command has in them
is naive and rather touching.
However, the predicted date of
Terra’s fall would still lie 150
years hence. So I wonder why
your government cares.”

Flandry shrugged. “A few of
us are a bit sentimental about
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our planet,” he answered sadly.
“And then, of course, we our-
selves aren’t out there being
shot at.”

“That is the human mentality
again,” said Aycharaych. “Your
instincts are such that you
never accept dying. You, person-
ally, down underneath every-
thing, do you not feel death is
just a little bit vulgar, not quite
a gentleman?”

“Maybe. What would you call
it?”

“A ecompletion.”

Their talk drifted to imper-

sonalities. Flandry had never
found anyone else whom he
could so converse with. Aycha-
raych could be wise and learned
and infinitely kind when he
chose: or flick a whetted wit
across the pompous face of em-
pire. To speak with him, touch-
ing now and then on the
immortal questions, was almost
like a confessional—for he was
not human and did not judge hu-
man deeds, yet he seemed to un-
derstand the wishes at their
root.

At last Flandry made a re-
luctant excuse to get away. Nu,
he told himself, business is busi-
ness. Since Lady Diana was stu-
diously ignoring him, he enticed
a redhaired bit of fluff into an
offside room, told her he would
be back in ten minutes, and
slipped through a rear corridor.
Perhaps any Merseian who saw
him thus disappear wouldn’t ex-
pect him to return for an hour
or two; might not recognize the
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girl when she got bored waiting
and found her own way to the
ballroom again. One human
looked much like another to the
untrained non-human ere, and
there were at least a thousand
guests by now.

It was a flimsy camouflage for
his exit, but the best he could
think of. .

Flandry re-entered the yacht
and roused Chives. “Home,” he
said. “Full acceleration. Or sec-
ondary drive, if you think you
can handle it within the System
in this clumsy gold-plated hulk.”

T¥es, Sir. Tican.”

At faster-than-light, he’d be
at Terra in minutes, rather than
hours. Excellent! It might ac-
tually be possible to arrange for
Aycharaych’s completion.

More than half of Flandry
hoped the attempt would fail.

CHAPTER 3

T HAPPENED to be day over

North America, where Vice
Admiral Fenross had his offices.
Not that that mattered; they
were like as not to work around
the clock in Intelligence, or else
Flandry could have gotten his
superior out of bed. He would,
in fact, have preferred to do so.

As matters worked out, how-
ever, he created a satisfactory
commotion. He saved an hour by
having Chives dive the yacht il-
legally through all traffic lanes
above Admiralty Center. With a
coverall over his party clothes,
he dove from the airlock and
rode a grav repulsor down to the
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40th flange of the Intelligence
tower. While the yacht was be-
ing stopped by a sky monitor,
Flandry was arguing with a
marine on guard duty. He look-
ed down the muzzle of a blaster
and said: “You know me, Ser-
geant. Let me by. Urgent. I
must get to Admiral Fenross.”

“I guess I do know your face,
sir,” the marine answered. “But
faces can be changed and no-
body gets by me without a pass.
Just stand there while I buzzes
a patrol.”

Flandry considered making a
jump for it. But the Imperial
Marines were on to every trick
of judo he knew. Hell take it, an
hour wasted on identification—!
Wait. Memory clicked into place.
“You're Mohandas Parkinson,”
said Flandry. “You have four
darling children, your wife is
unreasonably monogamous, and
you were playing Go at Madame
Cepheid’s last month.”

Sergeant Parkinson’s gun
wavered. “Huh?” he said. Then,
loudly, “I do’ know whatcher
talking about!”

“Madame Cepheid’'s Go board
is twenty meters square,” said
Flandry, “and the pieces are live
girls. In the course of a game—
Does that ring a bell, Sergeant?
I was there too, watching, and
I'm sure your wife would be de-
lighted to hear you are still
capable of such truly epic—"

“Get on your way, you . .
blackmailer!” choked Palkmson
He gulped and added, “Sir.”

Captain Flandry grinned, pat-
ted him on his helmet, holstered

64

his weapon for him, and went
quickly inside.

Unlike most, Fenross had no
beautiful receptionist in his
outer office. A robovoice ask-
ed the newcomer’'s business.
“Hero,” he said blandly. The

~ robot said Admiral Fenross was

occupied with a most disturbing
new development. Flandry said
he was also, and got admission.

Hollow-cheeked and shaky,
Fenross looked across his desk.
His eyes were not too bloodshot
to show a flick of hatred. “Oh,”
he said. “You. Well, Captain,
what interrupts your little téte-
a-téte with your Merseian
friends?”

Flandry sat down and took
out a cigaret. He was not sur-
prised that Fenross had set
spies on him, but the fact was
irritating nonetheless. How the
devil did this feud ever get
started? he wondered. Is it only
that I took that girl . . .what
was her name, anyway? Mar-
jorie? Margaret? .. . was it only
that I once took her from him
when we were cadets together?
Why, I did it for a joke. She
wasn't wvery good-looking, in
spite of everything biosculp
could do.

“I've news too hot for
com circuit,” he said.
now—"

“You're on furlough,” snap-
ped Fenross. “You've got no
business here.”

“What? Look, it was Aycha-
raych! Himself! At the Crystal
Moon!”

any
“I just
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A muscle twitched in Fenross’
cheek. “I can’t hear an unoffi-
cial report,” he said. “All ruin
is exploding beyond Aldebaran.
If you think you've done some-
thing brilliant, file an account in
the regular channels.”

“But—for God’s sake!” Flan-
dry sprang to his feet. “Admiral
Fenross, sir, whatever the hell
you want me to call you, he’s
leaving the Solar System in a
matter of 'hours. Courier boat.
We can’t touch him in Ymirite
space, but if we waylaid him on
his way out— He'll be tricky,
the ambush might not work, but
name of a little green pig, if we
can get Aycharaych it’ll be bet-
ter than destroying a Merseian
fleet!”

Fenross reached out a hand
which trembled ever so faintly,
took a small pillbox and shook a
tablet loose. “Haven’t slept in
forty hours,” he muttered. “And
you off on that yacht ... I can’t
take cognizance, Captain. Not
under the circumstances.” He
glanced up again. Slyness glis-
tened in his eyes. “Of course,”
he said, “if you want to cancel
your own leave—"

Flandry stood a moment, rig-
id, staring at the desk-bound
man who hated him. Memory
trickled back: After I broke off
with her, yes, the girl did go a
bit wild. She was killed in an
accident on Venus, wasn't she
. . . drunken party flying over
the Saw . . . yes, I seem to've
heard about it. And Fenross has
never even looked at another
woman.
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He sighed. “Sir, I am report-
ing myself back on active duty.”

Fenross nodded. “File that
with the robot as you leave.
Now I've got work for you.”

“But Aycharaych—"

“We’ll handle him. I've got a
more suitable assignment in
mind.” Fenross grinned, tossed
down his pill and followed it
with a cup of water from the
desk fountain. “After all, a dash-
ing field agent ought to dash,
don’t you think?”

Could it be just the fact that
he’'s gotten more rank but I've
had more fun? wondered Flan-
dry. Who knows? Does he him-
self? He sat down again,
refusing to show expression.

Fenross drummed the desk
top and stared at a blank wall.
His uniform was as severe as
regulations permitted — Flan-
dry’s went in the opposite direc-
tion—but it still formed an
unnecessarily gorgeous base for
his tortured red head. “This is
under the strictest secrecy,” he
began in a rapid, toneless voice.
“I have no idea how long we can
suppress the news, though. One
of our colonies is under
siege. Deep within the Imperial
sphere.”

Flandry was forced to whis-
tle. “Where? Who?”

“Ever heard of Vixen? Well,
I never had either before this.
It’s a human-settled planet of an
F6 star about a hundred light-
years from Sol, somewhat north
and clockwise of Aldebaran.
Oddball world, but moderately
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successful as colonies go. You
know that region is poor in sys-
tems of interest to humans, and
very little explored. In effect,
Vixen sits in the middle of a
desert. Or does it? You’ll won-
der who. I tell you that a space
fleet appeared several weeks ago
and demanded that it yield to
occupation. The ships were of
exotic type, and the race crew-
ing them can’t be identified. But
some, at least, spoke pretty good
Anglic.”

Flandry sat dead still. His
mind threw up facts, so familiar
as to be ridiculous, and yet they
must now be considered again.
The thing which had happened
was without precedent.

An interstellar domain can
have no definite borders; stars
are scattered too thinly, their
types too intermingled. And
there are too many of them. In
very crude approximation, the
Terrestrial Empire was a sphere
of some 400 light-years diame-
ter, centered on Sol, and con-
tained an estimated four million
stars. But of these less than half
had even been visited. A bare
100,000 were directly concerned
with the Imperium, a few mul-
tiples of that number might
have some shadowy contact and
owe a theoretical allegiance.
Consider a single planet; realize
that it is a world, as big and
varied and strange as this Terra
ever was, with as many conflict-
ing elements of race and lan-
guage and culture among its
natives; estimate how much
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government even one planet re-
quires, and see how quickly a
reign over many becomes impos-
sibly huge. Then consider, too,
how small a percentage of stars
are of any use to a given species
(too hot, too cold, too turbulent,
too many companions) and, of
those, how few will have even
one planet where that species is
reasonably safe. The Empire be-
comes tenuous indeed. And its
inconceivable extent is still the
merest speck in one outlying
part of one spiral arm of one
galaxy; among a hundred billion
or more great suns, those known
to any single world are the bar-
est, tiniest handful.

However — attack that far
within the sphere? No! Individ-
ual ships could sneak between
the stars easily enough. But a
war fleet could never come a
hundred light-years inward
from the farthest Imperial
bases. The instantaneou’s “wake”
of disturbed space-time, surging
from so many vessels, would be
certain of detection somewhere
along the line. Therefore—

“Those ships were built with-
in our sphere,” said Flandry
slowly. “And not too many par-
secs from Vixen.”

Fenross sneered. “Your gen-
ius dazzles me. As a matter of
fact, though, they might have
come further than usual, unde-
tected, because so much of the
Navy is out at Syrax now. Our
interior posts are stripped, some
completely deserted. I'll agree
the enemy must base within sev-
eral parsecs of Vixen. But that
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doesn’'t mean they live there.
Their base might be a space sta-
tion, a rogue planet, or some-
thing else we’'ll never find; they
could have sent their fleet to it
a ship at a time, over a period
of months.”

Flandry shook his head. “Sup-
ply lines. Having occupied Vixen,
they’ll need to maintain their
garrison till it’s self-sufficient.
No, they have a home some-
where in the Imperial sphere,
surely in the same quadrant.
Which includes only about a
million stars! Say, roughly,
100,000 possibilities, some never
even catalogued. How many
yvears would it take how many
ships to check out 100,000 sys-
tems ?”

“Yeah. And what would be
happening meanwhile ?”

“What has?”

“The Vixenites put up a fight.
There’s a small naval base on
their planet, unmanned at pres-
ent, but enough of the ecivilian
population knew how to make
use of its arsenal. They got
couriers away, of course, and
Aldebaran Station sent what lit-
tle help it could. When Ilast
heard from, Vixen was under
siege. We're dispatching a task
force, but it’ll take time to get
there. That wretched Syrax
business ties our hands. Reports
indicate the aliens haven’t over-
whelming strength; we could
send enough ships to make mes-
ons of them. But if we withdrew
that many from Syrax, they'd
come back to find Merseia en-
trenched in the Cluster.”
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“Tie-in?” wondered Flandry.

“Who knows? I've got an
idea, though,  and your assign-
ment will be to investigate it.”
Fenross leaned over the desk.
His sunken eyes probed at Flan-
dry’s. “We're all too ready to
think of Merseia when anything
goes wrong,” he said bleakly.
“But after all, they live a long
ways off. There's another alien
power right next door .. . and
as closely interwoven with Mer-
seia as it is with us.”

“You mean Ymir?” Flandry
snorted. “Come now, dear chief,
you're letting your xenophobia
run away with you.”

“Consider,” said Fenross.
“Somebody, or something, help-
ed those aliens at Vixen build a
modern war fleet. They couldn’t
have done it alone: we’d have
known it if they’d begun explor-
ing stellar space, and knowledge
has to precede conquest. Some-
body, very familiar with our
situation, has briefed the aliens
on our language, weapons, terri-
torial layout—the works. Some-
body, I'm sure, told them when
to attack: right now, when near-
ly our whole strength is at Sy-
rax. Who? There's. one item.
The aliens use a helium-pressure
power system like the Ymirites.
That’s unmistakable on the de-
tectors. Helium-pressure is all
right, but it’s not as convenient
as the hydrogen-heavy atom
cycle; not if you live under ter-
restroid conditions, and the
aliens very definitely do. The
ships, their shape I mean, also
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have a subtly Ymirite touch. I'll
show you pictures that have ar-
rived with the reports. Those
ships look as if they’d been de-
signed by some engineer more
used to working with hydrolith-
ium than steel.”

“You mean the Ymirites are
behind the aliens? But—"

“But nothing. There's an
Ymirite planet in the Vixen sys-
tem too. Who knows how many
stars those crawlers have colo-
nized . . . stars we never even
heard about? Who knows how
many client races they might
lord it over? And they travel
blithely back and forth, across
our sphere and Merseia’s and—
Suppose they are secretly in ca-
hoots with Merseia. What better
way to smuggle Merseian agents
into our systems? We don’t stop
Ymirite ships. We aren’t able to!
But any of them could carry a
force-bubble with = terrestroid

conditions inside . .. I've felt for

years we've been too childishly
trustful of Ymir. It’s past time
we investigated them in detail.
It may already be too late!”

Flandry stubbed out his ciga-
ret. “But what interest have
they got in all this?” he asked
mildly. “What could any oxygen-
breathing race have that they’d
covet—or bribe them with?”

“That I don’t know,” said Fen-
ross. “I could be dead wrong.
But I want it looked into. You're
going back to Jupiter, Captain.
At once.”

“What ?”

“We're chronically underman-
ned in this miserable stepchild
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of the service,” said Fenross.
“Now, worse than ever. You'll
have to go alone. Snoop around
as much as you can. Take all the
time you need. But don’t come
back without a report that'll give
some indication—one way or an-
other!”

Or come back dead, thought
Flandry. He looked into the
twitching face across the desk
and knew that was what Fen-
ross wanted.

CHAPTER 4

E GOT Chives out of arrest

and debated with himself
whether to sneak back to Rue-
then’s party. It was still going
on. But no. Aycharaych would
never have mentioned his own
departure without assuming
Flandry would notify headquar-
ters. It might be his idea of a
joke—it might be a straightfor-
ward challenge, for Aycharaych
was just the sort who'd enjoy
seeing if he could elude an am-
bush—most likely, the whole
thing was deliberate, for some
darkling purpose. In any event,
a junior Intelligence officer or
two could better keep tabs on
the Chereionite than Flandry,
who was prominent. Having
made arrangements for that, the
man took Chives to his private
flitter.

Though voluptuous enough in-
side, the Hooligan was a combat
boat, with guns and speed. Even
on primary, sub-light drive, it
could reach Jupiter in so few
hours that Flandry would have
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little enough time to think what
he would do. He set the autopilot
and bade Chives bring a drink.
“A stiff one,” he added.

“Yes, sir. Do you wish your
whites laid out, or do you pre-
fer a working suit?”

Flandry considered his rum-
pled elegance and sighed. Chives
had spent an hour dressing him
—for nothing. “Plain gray zip-
suit,” he said. “Also sackcloth
and ashes.”

“Very good, sir.” The valet
poured whiskey over ice. He was
from Shalmu, quite humanoid
except for bald emerald skin,
prehensile tail, one-point-four
meter height, and details of ear,
hand, and foot. Flandry had
bought him some years back,
named him Chives, and taught
him any number of useful arts.
Lately the being had politely re-
fused manumission. (“If I may
make so bold as to say it, sir, I
am afraid my tribal customs
would now have a lack of inter-
est for me matched only by their
deplorable lack of propriety.”)

Flandry brooded over his
drink a while. “What do you
know about Ymir?” he asked.

“Ymir is the arbitrary human
name, sir, for the chief planet
of a realm—if I may use that
word advisedly — coterminous
with the Terrestrial Empire, the
Merseian, and doubtless a con-
siderable part of the galaxy be-
yond.”

“Don’t be so bloody literal-
minded,” said Flandry. “Espe-
cially when I'm being rhetorical.

A HANDFUL OF STARS

I mean, what do you know about
their ways of living, thinking,
believing, hoping ? What do they
find beautiful and what is too
horrible to tolerate? Good gal-
loping gods, what do they even
use for a government? They call
themselves the Dispersal when
they talk Anglic—but is that a
translation or a mere tag? How
can we tell? What do you and I
have in common with a being
that lives at a hundred below
zero, breathing hydrogen at a
pressure which makes our ocean
beds look like vacuum, drinking
liquid methane and using allo-
tropic ice to make his tools?
“We were ready enough to
cede Jupiter to them: Jupiter-
type planets throughout our
realm. They had terrestroid
planets to offer in exchange.
Why, that swap doubled the
volume of our sphere. And we
traded a certain amount of sci-
entific information with them,
high-pressure physics for low-
pressure, oxygen metabolisms
versus hydrogen . . . but disap-
pointingly little, when you get
down to if. They’'d been in in-
terstellar space longer than we
had. (And how did they learn
atomics under Ymirite air pres-
sure? We don’t ask it!) They’d
already observed our kind of
life throughout . . . how much
of the galaxy? We couldn’t offer
them a thing of importance, ex-
cept the right to colonize some
more planets in peace. They've
never shown as much interest in
our. wars—the wars of the oxy-
gen breathers on the pygmy
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planets—as you and I would
have in a fight between two ant
armies. Why should they care?
You could drop Terra or Mer-
seia into Jupiter and it’d hardly
make a decent splash. For a hun-
dred years, now, the Ymirites
have scarcely said a word to us.
Or to Merseia, from all indica-
tions. Till now.

“And yet I glanced at the pic-
tures taken out near Vixen, just
before we left. And Fenross,
may he fry, is right. Those blunt
ships were made on a planet
similar to Terra, but they have
Ymirite lines . . . the way the
first Terran automobiles had the
motor in front, because that was
where the horse used to be...
It could be coincidence, I sup-
pose. Or a red herring. Or—I
don’t know. How am I supposed
to find out, one man on a planet
with ten times the radius of
Terra? Judas!” He drained his
glass and held it out again with
an abandoned gesture.

Chives refilled, then went back
to the clothes locker. “A white
scarf or a blue?” he mused.
“Hmm, yes, I do believe the
white, sir.” 3

The flitter plunged onward.
Flandry needed a sober jolt by
the time he had landed on Gany-
mede.

There was an established pro-
cedure for such a visit. It hadn’t
been used for decades, Flandry
had had to look it up, but the
robot station still waited patient-
ly between rough mountains. He
presented his credentials, radio
contact was made with the
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primary planet, unknown mes-
sages traveled over its surface.
A reply was quick: yes, Captain,
the governor can receive yvou. A
spaceship is on its way, and will
be at your disposal.

Flandry looked out at the
stony desolation of Ganymede. It
was not long before a squat,
shimmering shape had made
grav-beam descent. A tube
wormed from its lock to the flit-
ter’s. Flandry sighed. “Let’s go,”
he said, and strolled across.
Chives trotted after with a bur-
den of weapons, tools, and in-
struments—none of which were
likely to be much use. There was
a queasy moment under Gany-
mede’s natural gravity, then
they had entered the Terra-con-
ditioned bubble.

It looked like any third-class
passenger cabin, except for the
outmoded furnishings and a
bank of large viewscreens. Hard
to believe that this was only the
material inner lining of a bind-
ing-force field: that that same
energy, cousin to that which
held the atomic nucleus together,
was all which kept this room
from being crushed beneath in-
tolerable pressure. Or, at the
moment, kept the rest of the
spaceship from exploding out-
ward. The bulk of the vessel was
an alloy of water, lithium, and
metallic hydrogen, stable only
under Jovian surface conditions.

Flandry let Chives close the
airlock while he turned on the
screens. They gave him a full
outside view. One remained
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blank, a communicator, the oth-
er showed the pilot’s cabin.

An artificial voice, ludicrously
sweet in the style of a century
ago, said: “Greeting, Terran.
My name, as nearly as it may
be rendered in sonic equivalents,
is Horx. I am your guide and
interpreter while you remain on
Jupiter.”

Flandry looked - into the
screen. The Ymirite didn’t quite
register on his mind. His eyes
weren’'t trained to those shapes

~and proportions, seen by that
weirdly shifting red-blue-brassy
light. (Which wasn’t the real
thing, even, but an electronic
translation. A human looking
straight into the thick Jovian
air would only see darkness.)
“Hello, Horx,” he said to the
great black multi-legged shape
with the peculiarly - tendrilled
heads. He wet his lips, which
seemed- a bit dry. “I, er, expect

you haven’t had such an assign-.

ment before in your life.”

“I did several times, a hun-
dred or so Terra-years ago,”
said Horx casually. He didn’t
seem to move, to touch any con-
trols, but Ganymede receded in
the viewscreens and raw space
blazed forth. “Since then I have
been doing other work.” Hesita-
tion. Or was-it? At last: “Re-
cently, though, I have conducted
several missions to our surface.”

“What?” choked Flandry.

“Merseian,” said Horx. “You
may inquire of the governor if
you wish.” He said nothing else
the whole trip.

Jupiter, already big in the
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scene, became half of heaven.
Flandry saw blots march across
its glowing many-colored face,
darknesses which were storms
that could have swallowed all
Terra. Then the sight was lost,
he was dropping through the at-
mosphere. Still the step-up
sereens tried loyally to show him
something: he saw clouds of
ammonia crystals, a thousand
kilometers long, streaked with
strange blues and greens that
were free radicals; he saw light-
ning leap across a purple sky,
and the distant yellow flare of
sodium explosions. As he de-
scended, he could even feel, very
dimly, the quiver of the ship
under enormous winds, and hear
the muffled shriek and thunder
of the air.

They circled the night side,
still - descending, and Flandry
saw a methane ocean, beating’

waves flattened by pressure and

gravity against a cliff of black
allotropic ice, which crumbled
and was lifted again even as he
watched. He saw an endless
plain where things half trees
and half animals—except that
they were neither, in any Ter-
restrial sense—lashed snaky
fronds after ribbon-shaped fly-
ers a hundred meters in length.
He saw bubbles stream past on
a red wind, and they were love-
ly in their myriad colors and
they sang in thin crystal voices
which somehow penetrated the
ship. But they couldn’t be true
bubbles at this pressure. Could
they ?
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A city came into view, just
beyond the dawn line. If it was
a city. It was, at least, a unified
structure of immense extent,
intricate with grottos and ara-
besques, built low throughout
but somehow graceful and gra-
cious. On Flandry’s screen its
color was polished blue. Here
and there sparks and threads’of
white energy would briefly flash.
They hurt his eyes. There were
many Ymirites about, flying on
their own wings or riding in
shell-shaped power gliders. You
wouldn’t think of Jupiter as a
planet where anything could fly,
until you remembered the air
density; then you realized it was
more a case of swimming.

The spaceship came to a halt,
hovering on its repulsor field.
Horx said: “Governor Thua.”

Another Ymirite squatted
suddenly in the outside com-
munication screen. He held
something which smoked and
flickered from shape to shape.
The impersonally melodious ro-
bot voice said for him, under the
eternal snarling of a wind which
would have blown down any city
men could build: “Welcome.
What is your desire?”

The old records had told
Flandry to expect brusqueness.
It was not discourtesy; what
could a human and an Ymirite
make small talk about? The man
puffed a cigaret to nervous life
and said: “I am here on an in-
vestigative mission for my gov-
ernment.” Either these beings
were or were not already aware
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of the Vixen situation; if not,
then they weren’t allies of Mer-
seia and would presumably not
tell. Or if they did, what the
devil difference? Flandry ex-
plained.

Thua said at once, “You seem
to have very small grounds for
suspecting us. A mere similarity
of appearances and nuclear
technology is logically insuffi-
cient.”

“I know,” said Flandry. “It
could be a fake.”

“It could even be that one or
a few Ymirite individuals have
offered advice to the entities
which instigated this attack,”
said Thua. You couldn’t judge
from the pseudo-voice, but he
seemed neither offended nor
sympathetic: just monumentally
uninterested. “The Dispersal
has been nonstimulate as re-
gards individuals for many
cycles. However, I cannot imag-
ine what motive an Ymirite
would have for exerting himself
on behalf of oxygen breathers.
There is no insight to be gained
from such acts, and certainly no
material profit.”

“An aberrated individual?”
suggested Flandry with little
hope. “Like a man poking an ant-
hill—an abode of lesser animals
—merely to pass the time?”

“Ymirites do not aberrate in
such fashion,” said Thua stiffly.

“I understand there’ve been
recent Merseian visits here.”

“I was about to mention that.
I am doing all I can to assure
both empires of Ymir’s strict
neutrality. It would be a nui-
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sance if either attacked us and
forced us to exterminate their
species.”

Which is the biggest brag
since that fisherman who caught
the equator, thought Flandry, or
else is sober truth. He said
aloud, choosing his words one by
one: “What, then, were the Mer-
seians doing here?”

“They wished to make some
scientific observations of the
Jovian surface,” said Thua.
“Horx guided them, like you.
Let him describe their activi-
ties.”

The pilot stirred in his cham-
ber, spreading black wings. “We
simply cruised about a few
times. They had optical instru-
ments, and took various spectro-
scopic readings. They said it was
for research in solid-state phys-
ics.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,”
said Flandry. He stroked his
mustache. “They have as many
Jovoid planets in their sphere as
we do. The detailed report on
Jovian condition which the first
Ymirite settlers made to Terra,
under the treaty, has never been
secret. No, I just don’t believe
that research yarn.”

“It did seem dubious,” agreed
Thua, “but I do not pretend to
understand every vagary of the
alien mind. It was easier to
oblige them than argue about
it.”

Chives cleared his throat and
said unexpectedly: “If I may
take the liberty of a question,
sir, were all these recent visitors
of the Merseian species?”
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Thua’s disgust could hardly be
mistaken: “Do you expect me
to register insignificant differ-
ences between one such race and
another ?”

Flandry sighed. “It looks like
deadlock, doesn’t it?” he said.

“I can think of no way to give
you positive assurance that Ymir
is not concerned, except my
word,” said Thua. “However, if
you wish you may cruise about
this planet at random and see if
you observe anything out of the
ordinary.” His screen went
blank.

“Big fat chance!” muttered
Flandry. “Give me a drink,
Chives.”

“Will you follow the gover-
nor’s proposal ?” asked Horx.

“Reckon so.” Flandry flopped
into a chair. “Give us the stand-
ard guided tour. I've never been
on Jupiter, and might as well
have something to show for my
time.”

The city fell behind, astonish-
ingly fast. Flandry sipped the
whiskey Chives had gotten from
the supplies they had along, and
watched the awesome landscape
with half an eye. Too bad he was
feeling so sour; this really was
an experience such as is granted
few men. But he had wasted
hours on a mission which any
second-year cadet could have
handled . . . while guns were
gathered at Syrax and Vixen
stood alone against all hell...
or even while Lady Diana
danced with other men and Ivar
del Bruno waited grinning to
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collect his bet. Flandry said an
improper word. “What a nice
subtle bed of coals for Fenross
to rake me over,” he added. “The
man has a genius for it.” He
gulped his drink and called for
another.

“We're rising,
Chives much later.

Flandry saw mountains which
trembled and droned, blue mists
that whirled about their metallic
peaks, and then the Jovian
ground was lost in darkness. The
sky began to turn blood color.
“What are we heading for
now?” he asked. He checked a
map. “Oh, yes, I see.”

“I venture to suggest to the
pilot, sir, that our speed may be
a trifle excessive,” said Chives.

Flandry heard the wind out-
side rise to a scream, with sub-
sonic undertones that shivered
in his marrow. Red fog flew
roiled and tattered past his
eyes. Beyond, he saw crimson
clouds the height of a Terres-
trial sierra, with lightning leap-
ing in their bellies. The light
from the screens washed like a
dull fire into the cabin.

“Yes,” he muttered. “Slow
down, Horx. There’ll be another
one along in a minute, as the
story has it—

And then he saw the pilot rise
up in his chamber, fling open a
door, and depart. An instant aft-
erward Flandry saw Horx beat
wings against the spaceship’s
furious slipstream; then the
Ymirite was whirled from view.
And then Chives saw the thing
which hung in the sky before
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sir,” said

them, and yelled. He threw his
tail around Flandry's waist
while he clung with hands and
legs to a bunk stanchion.

And then the world exploded
into thunder and night.

CHAPTER 5

LANDRY awoke. He spent

centuries wishing he hadn’t.
A blurred green shape said:
“Your aneurine, sir.”

“Go 'way,” mumbled Flandry.
“What was I drinking?”

“Pardon my taking the lib-
erty, sir,” said Chives. He
pinned the man’s wrists down
with his tail, held Flandry’s nose
with one hand and poured the
drug down his mouth with the
other. “There, now, we are feel-
ing much better, aren’t we?”

“Remind me to shoot you,
slowly.” Flandry gagged for a
while. The medicine took hold
and he sat up. His brain cleared
and he looked at the screen
bank.

Only one of the viewers still
functioned. It showed thick,
drifting redness, shot through
with blues and blacks. A steady
rough growling, like the break-
up of a polar ice pack, blasted
its way through the ultimate
rigidity of the force bubble—
God, what must the noise be like
outside? The cabin was tilted.
Slumped in its lower corner,
Flandry began to glide across
the floor again; the ship was
still being rolled about. The in-
ternal gravity field had saved
their lives by cushioning the
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worst shock, but then it had
gone dead. He felt the natural
pull of Jupiter upon him, and
every cell was weary from its
own weight.

He focused on a twisted bunk-
frame. “Did I do that with my
own little head?”

“We struck with great force,
sir,” Chives told him. “I permit-
ted myself to bandage your
scalp. However, a shot of growth
hormone will heal the cuts in a
few hours, sir, if we escape the
present dilemma.”

Flandry lurched to his feet.
His bones seemed to be dragging
him back downward. He felt the
cabin walls tremble and heard
them groan. The force bubble
had held, which meant that its
generator and the main power
plant had survived the crash.
Not unexpectedly; a ship like
this was built on the “fail safe”
principle. But there was no ac-
cess whatsoever from this cabin
to the pilot room—unless you
were an Ymirite. It made no
difference whether the ship was
still flyable or not. Human and
Shalmuan were stuck here till
they starved. Or, more likely, till
the atomic-power plant quit
working, under some or other
of the buffets this ship was re-
ceiving.

Well, when the force-field col-
lapsed and Jovian air pressure
flattened the cabin, it would be
a merciful death.

“The hell with that noise,”
said Flandry. “I don’t want to
die so fast I can’t feel it. I want
to see death coming, and make

A HANDFUL OF STARS

the stupid thing fight for every
centimeter of me.”

Chives gazed into the sinister
crimson which filled the last
electronic window. His slight
frame stooped, shaking in the
knees; he was even less adapted
to Jovian weight than Flandry.
“Where are we, sir?” he husked.
“I was thinking primarily about
what to make for lunch, just be-
fore the collision, and—”

“The Red Spot area,” said
Flandry. “Or, rather, the fringe
of it. We must be on an outlying
berg, or whatever the deuce
they’re called.”

“Our guide appears to have
abandoned us, sir.”

“Hell, he got us into this mess.
On purpose! I now know for a
fact there’s at least one Ymirite
working for the enemy—who-
ever the enemy is. But the in-
formation won’t be much use if
we become a pair of grease
spots.”

The ship shuddered and cant-
ed. Flandry grabbed a stanchion
for support, eased himself down
on the bunk, and said, very
quickly, for destruction roared
around him:

“You've seen the Red Spot
from space, Chives. It’s been
known for a long time, even be-
fore space travel, that it's a...
a mass of aerial pack ice. Lord,
what a fantastic place to die!
What happens is that at a cer-
tain height in the Jovian atmos-
phere, the pressure allows a red
crystalline form of ice—not the
white stuff we splash whiskey
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onto, or the black allotrope down
at the surface, or the super-
dense variety in 'the mantle
around the Jovian core. Here
the pressure is right for red ice,
and the air density is identical,
so it floats. An initial formation
created favorable conditions for
the formation of more . . . so it
accumulated in this one region,
much as polar caps build up on
cozier type planets. Some years
a lot of it melts away—changes
phase—the Red Spot looks paler
from outside. Other years you
get a heavy pile-up, and Jupiter
seems to have a moving wound.
But always, Chives, the Red
Spot is a pack of flying glaciers,
stretching broader than all
Terra. And we've been crashed
on one of them!”

“Then our present situation
can scarcely be accidental, sir,”
nodded Chives imperturbably.
“I daresay, with all the safety
precautions built into this ship,
Horx thought this would be the
only way to destroy us without
leaving evidence. He can claim a
stray berg was tossed in our
path, or some such tale.” Chives
sniffed. “Not sportsmanlike at
all, sir. Just what one would ex-
pect of a . . . a native.”

The cabin yawed. Flandry
caught himself before he fell out
of the bunk. At this gravity, to
stumble across the room would
be to break a leg. Thunders roll-
ed. White wvapors hissed up
against crimson in the surviving
screen.

“I’'m not on to these scientific
esoterica,” said Flandry. His
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chest pumped, struggling to
supply oxygen for muscles toil-
ing under nearly three times
their normal weight. Each rib
felt as if cast in lead. “But I'd
guess what is happening is this.
We maintain a temperature in
here which for Jupiter is craz-
ily high. So we’re radiating heat,
which makes the ice go soft and
— We're slowly sinking into
the berg.” He shrugged and got
out a cigaret.

“Is that wise, sir?”
Chives.

“The oxygen recyclers are still
working,” said Flandry. “It’s
not at all stuffy in here. Air is
the least of our worries.” His
coolness cracked over, he smote
a fist on the wall and said be-
tween his teeth: “It’s this being
helpless! We can’t go out of the
cabin, we can’t do a thing but
sit here and take it!”

“I wonder, sir.” Slowly, his
thin face sagging with gravity,
Chives pulled himself to the
pack of equipment. He pawed
through it. “No, sir. I regret to
say I took no radio. It seemed
we could communicate through
the pilot.” He paused. “Even if
we did find a way to signal, I
daresay any Ymirite who receiv-
ed our call would merely inter-
pret it as random static.”

asked

Flandry stood up, somehow.
“What do we have?” A tiny ex-
citement shivered along his
nerves. Outside, Jupiter boomed
at him.

“Various detectors, sir, to
check for installations. A pair
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of spacesuits. Sidearms. Your
burglar kit, though I confess
uncertainty what value it would
have here. A microrecorder.
A

“Wait @ minute!”

Flandry sprang toward his
valet. The floor rocked beneath
him. He staggered toward the
far wall. Chives shot out his tail
and helped brake the man. Shak-
ing, Flandry eased himself
down and went on all fours to
the corner where the Shalmuan
squatted.

He didn’t even stop to gibe at
his own absent-mindedness. His
heart thuttered. “Wait a min-
ute, Chives,” he said. “We’ve got
an airlock over there. Since the
force-bubble necessarily rein-
forces its structure, it must still
be intact; and its machinery
can open the valves even against
this outside pressure. Of course,
we can’t go through ourselves.
Our space armor would be
squashed flat. But we can get
at the mechanism of the lock.
It also, by logical necessity, has
to be part of the Terra-condi-
tioned system. We can use the
tools we have here to make a
simple automatic cycle. First
the outer valve opens. Then it
shuts, the Jovian air is exhaust-
ed from the chamber and Ter-
restrial air replaces same. Then
the valve opens again . . . and
so on. Do you see?”

“No, sir,” said Chives. A dead-
ly physical exhaustion filmed his
yellow eyes. “My brain feels so
thick . .. I regret—"

“A signal!” yelled Flandry.
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“We flush oxygen out into a
hydrogen-cum-methane atmos-
phere. We supply an electric
spark in the lock chamber to ig-
nite the mixture. Whoosh! A
flare! Feeble and blue enough—
but not by Jovian standards.
Any Ymirite anywhere within
tens of kilometers is bound to
see it as brilliant as we see a
magnesium torch. And it'll re-
peat. A steady cycle, every four
or five minutes. If the Ymirites
aren’t made of concrete, they’ll
be curious enough to investigate
...and when they find the
wreck on this berg, they’ll guess
our need and—"

His voice trailed off. Chives
said dully, “Can we spare the
oxygen, sir?”

“We'll have to,” said Flandry.
“We'll sacrifice as much as we
can stand, and then halt the
cycle. If nothing has happened
after several hours, we’ll expend
half of what’s left in one last
fireworks.” He took an ultimate
pull on his cigaret, ground it out
with great care, and fought back
to his feet. “Come on, let’s get
going. What have we to lose?”

The floor shook. It banged
and crashed outside. A fog of
free radicals drifted green past
the window, and the red iceberg
spun in Jupiter’s endless gale.

Flandry glanced at Chives.
“You have one fault, laddy,” he
said, forcing a smile to his lips.
“You aren’t a beautiful woman.”
And then, after a moment, sigh-
ing: “However, it’s just as well.

“‘Under the circumstances.”
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CHAPTER 6

—And in that well-worn nick
of time, which goes to prove that
the gods, understandably, love
me, help arrived. Am Ymirite
party spotted our flare. Having
poked around, they went off,
bringing back another force-
bubble ship to which we trans-
ferred our mearly suffocated car-
casses. No, Junior, I don’t know
what the Ymirites were doing in
the Red Spot area. It must be a
dank cold place for them too. But
I had guessed they would be
sure to maintain some kind of
monitors, scientific stations, or
what have you around there, just
as we monitor the weather-
breeding regions of Terra.

Governor Thua didn’t bother
to apologize. He didn’t even no-

tice my valet’s indignant demand

that the miscreant Horx be
forthwith administered a red-
ice shaft, except to say that fu-
ture visitors would be given a
different guide (how can they
tell?) and that this business was
none of his doing and he would-
w't waste any Ymirite’'s time
with investigations or punish-
ments or any further action at
all. He pointed out the treaty
provision, that he wasn’t bound
to admit us, and that any visits
would always be at the visitor’s
own risk.

The fact that some Ymirites
did rescue wus proves that the
conspiracy, if any, does not in-
volve their whole race. But how
highly placed the hostile indi-
viduals are in their government

78

(if they have anything corre-
sponding to government as we
know it)—I haven’t the grog-
giest.

Above summary for conven-
ience only. Transcript of all con-
versation, which was taped as
per ungentlemanly orders, at-
tached.

Yes, Junior, you may leave the
room.

Flandry switched off the re-
corder. He could trust the confi-
dential secretary, who would
make a formal report out of his
dictation, to clean it up. Though
he wished she wouldn’t.

He leaned back, cocked feet on
desk, trickled smoke through
his nostrils, and looked out the
clear wall of his-office. Admiralty
Center gleamed, slim faerie
spires in soft colors, reaching
for the bright springtime sky of
Terra. You couldn’t mount
guard across 400 light-years
without millions of ships; and
that meant millions of policy
makers, scientists, engineers,
strategists, tacticians, coordina-
tors, clerks . . . and they had
families, which needed food,
clothing, houses, schools, amuse-
ments . . . so the heart of the
Imperial Navy became a city in
its own right. Damn company
town, thought Flandry. And yet,
when the bombs finally roared
out of space, when the barbar-
ians howled among smashed
buildings and the smoke of
burning books hid dead men in
tattered bright uniforms—when
the Long Night came, as it
would, a century or a millennium
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hence, what difference ?—some-
thing of beauty and gallantry
would have departed the uni-
verse.

To hell with it. Let civilization
hang together long enough for
Dominic Flandry to taste a few
more vintages, ride a few more
horses, kiss a lot more girls and
sing another ballad or two. That
would suffice. At least, it was all
he dared hope for.

The intercom chimed. “Ad-
miral Fenross wants to see you
immediately, sir.”

“Now he tells me,” grunted
Flandry. “I wanted to see him
yesterday, when I got back.”

“He was busy then, sir,” said
the robot, as glibly as if it had
a conscious mind. “His lordship
the Earl of Sidrath is visiting
Terra, and wished to be conduct-
ed through the operations cen-
ter.”

Flandry rose, adjusted his
peacock-blue tunic, admired the
crease of his gold-frogged white
trousers, and covered his sleek
hair with a jewel-banded offi-
cer’s cap. “Of course,” he said,
“Admiral Fenross couldn’t possi-
bly delegate the tour to an aide.”

“The Earl of Sidrath is relat-
ed to Grand Admiral the Duke
of Asia,” the robot reminded
him.

Flandry sang beneath his
breath, “Brown is the color of
my true love’s nose,” and went
out the door. After a series of
slideways and gravshafts, he
reached Fenross’ office.

The admiral nodded his close-
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cropped head beyond the desk.
“There you are.” His tone im-
plied Flandry had stopped for a
beer on the way. “Sit down.
Your preliminary verbal report
on the Jovian mission has been
communicated to me. Is that
really all you could find out?”

Flandry smiled. “You told me
to get an indication, one way or *
another, of the Ymirite attitude,
sir,” he purred. “That’s what I
got: an indication, one way or
another.”

Fenross gnawed his lip. “All
right, all right. I should have
known, I guess. Your forte never
was working with an organiza-
tion, and we're going to need a
special project, a very large
project, to learn the truth about
Ymir.”

Flandry sat wup straight,
“Don’t,” he said sharply.

“What ?”

“Don’t waste men that way.
Sheer arithmetic will defeat
them. Jupiter alone has the area
of a hundred Terras. The popu-
lation must be more or less pro-
portional. How are our men go-
ing to percolate around, confined
to the two or three spaceships
that Thua has available for
them? Assuming Thua doesn’t
simply refuse to admit any fur-
ther oxygen-breathing nuis-
ances. How are they going to
question, bribe, eavesdrop, get
any single piece of information?
It’s a truism that the typical In-
telligence job consists of gather-
ing a million unimportant little
facts and fitting them together
into one big fact. We've few
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enough agents as 1is, spread
ghastly thin. Don’t tie them up
in an impossible job. Let them
keep working on Merseia, where
they’ve a chance of accomplish-
ing something!”

“And if Ymir suddenly turns
on us?” snapped Fenross.

“Then we roll with the punch.
.Or we die.” Flandry shrugged
and winced; his muscles were
still sore from the pounding they
had taken. “But haven't you
thought, sir, this whole business
may well be a Merseian stunt—
to divert our attention from
them, right at this crisis? It’s
exactly the sort of bear trap
Aycharaych loves to set.”

“That may be,” admitted Fen-

ross. “But Merseia lies beyond-

Syrax; Jupiter is next door.
I've been given to understand
that His Imperial Majesty is
alarmed enough to desire—” He
shrugged too, making it the im-
memorial gesture of a baffled
underling.

“Who dropped that hint?”
drawled Flandry. “Surely not
the Earl of Sidrath, whom you
were showing the sights yester-
day while the news came in that
Vixen had fallen?”

“Shut up!” It was almost a
scream. A jag of pain went over
Fenross’ hollowed countenance.
He reached for a pill “If I
didn’t: oblige the peerage,” he
said thickly, “I'd be begging my
bread in Underground and some-
one would be in this office who'd
never tell them no.”

Flandry paused. He started a
fresh cigaret with unnecessary
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concentration. I suppose I am
being unjust to him, he thought.
Poor devil. It can’t be much fun
being Fenross.

Still, he reflected, Aycharaych
had left the Solar System so
smoothly that the space ambush
had never even detected his
boat. Twenty-odd hours ago, a
battered scoutship had limped in
to tell the Imperium that Vixen
had perforce surrendered to its
nameless besiegers, who had
landed en masse after reducing
the defenses. The last dispatch
from Syrax described clashes
which had cost the Terrans more
ships than the Merseians. Jupi-
ter blazed a mystery in the eve-
ning sky. Rumor said that after
his human guests had left. Rue-
then and his staff had rolled out
huge barrels of bitter ale and
caroused like trolls for many
hours; they must have known
some reason to be merry.

You couldn’t blame Fenross
much. But would the whole long
climb of man, from jungle to
stars, fall back in destruction—
and no single person even de-
serve to have his knuckles rap-
ped for it?

“What about the reinforce-
ments that were being sent to
Vixen?” asked Flandry.

“They’re still on their way.”
Fenross gulped his pill and re-
laxed a trifle. “What information
we have, about enemy strength
and so on, suggests that another
standoff will develop. The aliens
won’t be strong enough to 'kick
our force out of the system—"
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“Not with Tom Walton in
command. I hear he is.” A very
small warmth trickled into Flan-
dry’s soul.

“Yes. At the same time, now
the enemy is established on
Vixen, there’s no obvious way
to get them off without total
blasting—which would sterilize
the planet. Of course, Walton
can try to cut their supply lines
and starve them out; but once
they get their occupation organ-
ized, Vixen itself will supply
them. Or he can try to find out
where they come from, and coun-
ter-attack their home. Or per-
haps he can negotiate something.
I don’t know. The Emperor him-
self gave Admiral Walton what
amounts to carte blanche.”

It must have been one of His
Majesty’s off days, decided Flan-
dry. Actually doing the sensible
thing.

“Our great handicap is that
our opponents know all about us
and we know almost nothing
about them,” went on Fenross.
“I'm afraid the primary effort
of our Intelligence must be di-
verted toward Jupiter for the
time being. But someone has to
gather information at Vixen
too, about the aliens.” His voice
jerked to a halt.

Flandry filled his lungs with
smoke, held it a moment, and let
it out in a slow flood. “Eek,” he
said tonelessly.

“Yes. That’s your next assign-
ment.”

“But . . . me, alone, to Vixen?
Surely Walton’s force carries a
bunch of our people.”
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“Of course. They’ll do what
they can. But parallel operations
are standard espionage proce-
dure, as even you must know.
Furthermore, the Vixenites
made the dramatic rather than
the logical gesture. After their
planet had capitulated, they got
one boat out, with one person
aboard. The boat didn’t try to
reach any Terrestrial ship with-

.in the system. That was wise,

because the tiny force Aldebaran
had sent was already broken in
battle and reduced to sneak
raids. But neither did the Vix-
enite boat go to Aldebaran itself.
No, it came straight here, and
the pilot expected a personal au-
dience with the Emperor.”

“And didn’'t get it,” foretold
Flandry. “His Majesty is much
too busy gardening to waste
time on a mere commoner rep-
resenting a mere planet.”

“Gardening?” Fenross blink-
ed. j
“I'm told His Majesty culti-
vates beautiful pansies,” mur-
mured Flandry.

Fenross gulped and said in
great haste: “Well, no, of course
not. I mean, I myself interview-
ed the pilot, and read the report
carried along. Not too much in-
formation, though helpful. How-
ever, while Walton has a few
Vixenite refugees along as
guides and advisors, this pilot is
the only one who's seen the
aliens close up, on the ground,
digging in and trading rifle
shots with humans; has expe-
rienced several days of occupa-
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tion before getting away. Copies
of the report can be sent after
Walton. But that first-hand
knowledge of enemy behavior,
regulations, all the little unpre-
dictable details . . . that may also
prove essential.”

“Yes,” said Flandry. “If a spy
is to be smuggled back onto
Vixen’s surface. Namely me.”
~ Fenross allowed himself a
prim little smile. “That’s what
I had in mind.”

Flandry nodded, unsurprised.
Fenross would never give up
trying to get him killed. Though
in all truth, Dominic Flandry
doubtless had more chance of
pulling such a stunt and getting
back unpunctured than anyone
else.

He said idly: “The decision to
head straight for Sol wasn’t
illogical. If the pilot had gone
to Aldebaran, then Aldebaran
would have sent us a courier re-
porting the matter and asking
for orders. A roundabout route.
This way, we got the news days
quicker. No, that Vixenite has a
level head on his shoulders.”

“Hers,” corrected Fenross.

“Huh?” Flandry sat bolt up-
right.

“She’ll explain any details,”
said Fenross. “I'll arrange an
open requisition for you: draw
what equipment you think you'll
need. And if you survive, re-
member, I'll want every millo’s
worth accounted for. Now get
out and get busy! I've got work
to do.”

That was Fenross, considerate
every step of the way.
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CHAPTER 7

HE Hooligan snaked out of

Terran sky, ran for a time
on primary drive at an accelera-
tion which it strained the in-
ternal grav-field to compensate
for, and, having reached a safe
distance from Sol, sprang over
into secondary. Briefly the view-
screens went wild with Doppler
effect and aberration. Then their
circuits adapted to the rate at
which the vessel pulsed in and
out of normal space-time-energy
levels; they annulled the optics
of pseudo-speed, and Flandry
looked again upon cold many-
starred night as if he were at
rest.

He left Chives in the turret
to make final course adjust-
ments, and strolled down to the
saloon. “All clear,” he smiled.
“Estimated time to Vixen, thir-
teen standard days.”

“What?” The girl, Catherine
Kittredge, half rose from the
luxuriously cushioned bench.
“But it took me a month the oth-
er way, an’ I had the fastest
racer on our planet.”

“I've tinkered with this one,”
said Flandry. “Or, rather, found
experts to do so.” He sat down
near her, crossing long legs and
leaning an elbow on the mahog-
any table which the bench half-
circled. “Give me a screwdriver
and I'll make any firearm in the
cosmos sit up and speak. But
space drives have an anatomy I
can only call whimsieal.”

He was trying to put her at
ease. Poor kid, she had seen her
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home assailed, halfway in from
the Imperial marches that were
supposed to bear all the wars;
she had seen friends and kinfolk
slain in battle with unhuman un-
knowns, and heard the boots of
an occupying enemy racket in
once-familiar streets; she had
fled to Terra like a child to its
mother, and been coldly inter-
viewed in an office and straight-
way bundled back onto a
spaceship, with one tailed alien
and one suave stranger. Doubt-
less an official had told her she
was a brave little girl and now
it was her duty to return as a
spy and quite likely be killed.
And meanwhile rhododendrons
bloomed like cool fire in Terra’s

parks, and the laughing youth"

of Terra’s aristocracy flew past
on their way to some newly
opened pleasure house.

No wonder Catherine Kit-
tredge’s eyes were wide and
bewildered.

They were her best feature,
Flandry decided: large, set far
apart, a gold-flecked hazel under
long lashes and thick dark
brows. Her hair would have been
nice too, a blonde helmet, if she
had not cut it off just below the
ears. Otherwise she was nothing
much to look at—a broad, snub-
nosed, faintly freckled counte-
nance, generous mouth and good
chin. As nearly as one could tell
through a shapeless gray cover-
all, she was of medium height
and on the stocky side. She spoke
Anglic with a soft regional ac-
cent that sounded good in her
low voice; but all her manner-
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isms were provincial, fifty yvears
out of date. Flandry wondered
a little desperately what they
could talk about.

Well, there was " business
enough. He flicked buttons for
autoservice. “What are you
drinking?” he asked. “We've
anything within reason, and a
few things out of reason, on
board.”

She blushed. “Nothin’, thank
you,” she mumbled. :

“Nothing at all? Come, now.
Daiquiri? Wine? Beer? Butter-
milk, for heaven’s sake?”

“Hmm?” She raised a fleeting
glance. He discovered Vixen had
no dairy industry, cattle couldn’t
survive there, and dialed ice
cream for her. He himself slug-
ged down a large gin-and-bit-
ters. He was going to need alco-
hol—two weeks alone in space
with Little Miss Orphan! Yes,
he’d need a bracer now and then.

She was pleased enough by
discovering ice cream to relax a
trifle. Flandry offered a cigaret,
was refused, and started one for
himself. “You’ll have plenty of
time to brief me en route,” he
said, “so don’t feel obliged to
answer questions now, if it dis-
tresses you.”

Catherine Kittredge looked be-
yond him, out the viewscreen
and into the frosty sprawl of
Andromeda. Her lips twitched
downward, ever so faintly. But
she replied with a steadiness he
liked : “Why not? "Twon’t bother
me more’n sittin’ an’ broodin’.”

“Good girl. Tell me, how did
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you happen to carry the mes-
sage?”

“My brother was our official
courier. You know how ’tis on
planets like ours, without much
population or money: whoever’s
got the best spaceship gets a
subsidy an’ carries any special
dispatches. I helped him. We
used to go off jauntin’ for days
at a time, an’— No,” she broke
off. Her fists closed. “I won’t
bawl. The aliens forced a land-
in’. Hank went off with our
groun’ forces. He didn’t come
back. Sev’ral days after the sur-
render, when things began to
settle down a little, T got the
news he’d been killed in action.
A few of us decided the Imper-
ium had better be given what
information we could supply.
Since I knew Hank’s ship best,
they tol’ me to go.”

“I see.” Flandry determined to
keep this as dry as possible, for
her sake. “I've a copy of the re-
port your people made up, of
course, but you had all the way
to Sol to study it, so you must
know more about it than anyone
else off Vixen. Just to give me
a rough preliminary idea, I un-
derstand some of the invaders
knew Anglic and there was a
certain amount of long-range
parleying. What did they -call
themselves ?”

“Does that matter?” she ask-
ed listlessly.

“Not in the faintest, at the
present stage of things, except
that it’s such a weary cliché to
speak of Planet X.”

She smiled, a tiny bit. “They
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called themselves the Ardazirho,
an’ we gathered the ho was a
collective endin’. So we figure
their planet is named Ardazir.
Though I can’t come near pro-
nouncin’ it right.”

Flandry took a stereopic from
the pocket of his iridescent
shirt. It had been snapped from
hiding, during the ground bat-
tle. Against a background of
ruined human homes crouched a
single enemy soldier. Warrior?
Acolyte? Unit? Armed, at least,
and a killer of men.

Preconceptions always got in
the way. Flandry’s first startled
thought had been Wolf! Now he
realized that of course the Ar-
dazirho was not lupine, didn’t
even look notably wolfish. Yet
the impression lingered. He was
not surprised when Catherine
Kittredge said the aliens had
gone howling into battle.

They were described as man-
size bipeds, but digitigrade,
which gave their feet almost the
appearance of a dog’s walking
on its hind legs. The shoulders
and arms were very humanoid,
except that the thumbs were on
the opposite side of the hands
from mankind’s. The head, arro-
gantly held on a powerful neck,
was long and narrow for an in-
telligent animal, with a low fore-
head, most of the brain space be-
hind the pointed ears. A black-
nosed muzzle, not as sharp as a
wolf’s and yet somehow like it,
jutted out of the face. Its lips
were pulled back in a snarl,
showing bluntly pointed fangs
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which suggested a flesh-eater
turned omnivore. The eyes were
oval, close set, and gray as sleet.
Short thick fur covered the en-
tire body, turning to a ruff at
the throat; it was rusty red.

“Is this a uniform?” asked
Flandry.

The girl leaned close to see.
The pictured Ardazirho wore a
sort of kilt, in checkerboard
squares of various hues. Flandry
winced at some of the combina-
tions: rose next to scarlet, a
glaring crimson offensively be-
tween two delicate yellows.
“Barbarians indeed,” he mutter-
ed. “I hope Chives can stand the
shock.” Otherwise the being was
dressed in boots of flexible leath-
er and a harness from which
hung various pouches and equip-
ment. He was armed with what
was obviously a magnetronic
rifle, and had a wicked-looking
knife at his belt.

“I’'m not sure,” said the girl.
“Either they don’t use uniforms
at all, or they have such a va-
riety that we’ve not made any
sense of it. Some might be
dressed more or less like him,
others in a kind o’ tunic an’ bur-
noose, others in breastplates an’
fancy plumed helmets.”

“Him,” pounced Flandry.
“They’re all male, then?”

“Yes, sir, seems that way. The
groun’ fightin’” lasted long
enough for our biologists to dis-
sect an’ analyze a few o’ their
dead. Accordin’ to the report,
they’re placental mammals. It's
clear they’re from a more or less

A HANDFUL OF STARS

terrestroid planet, probably with
a somewhat stronger gravity.
The eye structure suggests their
sun is bright, type A5 or there-
abouts. That means they should
feel pretty much at home in our
badlands.” Catherine Kittredge
shrugged sadly. “Figure that’s
why they picked us to start on.”

“They might have been con-
quering for some time,” said
Flandry. “A hot star like an A5
is no use to humans; and I imag-
ine the F-type like yours is
about as cool as they care for.
They may well have built up a
little coterminous kingdom, a

‘number of B, A, and F suns out

in your quadrant, where we
don’t even have a complete as-
tronomical mapping—Ilet alone
having explored much. ... Hmm.
Didn’t you get a chance to in-
terrogate any live prisoners?”

“Yes. 'Twasn’t much use. Dur-
in’ the fightin’, one of our regi-
ments did encircle a unit o’
theirs an’ knock it out with stun
beams. When two o’ them woke
up an’ saw they were captured,
they died.”

“Preconditioned, no doubt,”
nodded Flandry. “Go on.”

“The rest didn’t speak any
Anglic, 'cept one who'd picked
up a little bit. They questioned
him.” The girl winced. “I don’t
figure 'twas very nice. The re-
port says toward the end his
heart kept stoppin’ an’ they’d re-
vive it, but at last he died for
good. . . . Anyway, it seems a
fair bet he was tellin’ the truth.
An’ he didn’t know where his
home star was. He could under-
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stan’ our coordinate system, an’
translate it into the one they
used. But that was zeroed ar-
bitrarily on S Doradus, an’ he
didn’t have any idea about the
coordinates of Ardazir.”

“Memory blank.” Flandry
scowled. “Probably given to all
the enlisted ranks. Such officers
as must retain full information
are conditioned to die on cap-
ture. What a merry monarch
they’'ve got.” He twisted his
mustache between nervous fin-
gers. “You know, though, this
suggests their home is vulner-
able. Maybe we should concen-
trate on discovering where it
281" ‘

The girl dropped her eyes. She
lost a little color. “Do you think
we can, my lord?” she whisper-
ed. “Or are we just goin’ to die
too?”

“If the mission involves pro-
cedures illegal or immoral, I
should have no trouble.” Flandry
grinned at her. “You can do
whatever honorable work is nec-
essary. Between us, why, God
help Ardazir. Incidentally, I
don’t rate a title.”

“But they called you Sir Dom-
inic.”

“A knighthood is not a patent
of nobility. I'm afraid my rela-
tionship to the peerage involves
a bar sinister. You see, one day
my father wandered into this
sinister bar, and—" Flandry
rambled on, skirting the risqué,
until he heard her laugh. Then
he laughed back and said:
“Good girl! What do they call
you at home? Kit, I'll swear.
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Very well, we're off to the wars,
you the Kit and I the caboodle.
Now let’s seream for Chives to
lay out caviar and cheeses. Aft-
erward I'll- show you to your
stateroom.” Her face turned hot,
and he added, “Its door locks on
the inside.”

“Thank you,” she said, so low
he could scarcely hear it. Smoky
lashes fluttered on her cheeks.
“When I was told to come—with
you—I mean, I didn’t know—"

“My dear girl,” said Flandry,
“credit me with enough expe-
rience to identify a holstered
needle gun among more attrac-
tive curves beneath that cover-
ath”

CHAFTER 8

HERE was always something

unreal about a long trip
through space. Here, for a time,
you were alone in the universe.
No radio could outpace you and
be received, even if unimagin-
able distance would not soon
have drowned it in silence. No
other signal existed, except an-
other spaceship, and how would
it find you unless your feeble
drive-pulsations were by the
merest chance detected? A whole
fleet might travel many parsecs
before some naval base sensed
its wake with instruments; your
one mote of a craft could hurtle
to the ends of creation and never
be heard. There was nothing to
be seen, no landscape, no weath-
er, simply the enormous endless
pageantry of changing constella-
tions, now and then a cold nebu-
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lar gleam between flashing suns,
the curdled silver of the Milky
Way and the clotted stars near
Sagittarius. Yet you in your
shell were warm, dry, breathing
sweet recycled air; on a luxury
vessel like the Hooligan, you
might listen to recorded Lysar-
cian bells, sip Namorian maoth
and taste Terran grapes.

Flandry worked himself even
less mercifully than he did
Chives and Kit. It was the hard,
dull grind which must underlie
all their hopes: study, rehearsal,
analysis of data, planning and
discarding and planning again,
until brains could do no more
and thinking creaked to a halt.
But then recreation became
pure necessity—and they were
two humans with one unobtru-
sive servant, cruising among the
stars.

Flandry discovered that Kit
could give him a workout, when
they played handball down in
the hold. And her stubborn chess
game defeated his swashbuck-
ling tactics most of the time.
She had a puckish humor when
she wasn’t remembering her
planet. Flandry would not soon
forget her thumbnail impression
of Vice Admiral Fenross: “A
mind like a mousetrap, only he
ought to let some o’ those poor
little mice go.” She could play
the lorr, her fingers dancing
over its twelve primary strings
with that touch which brings
out the full ringing resonance
of the secondaries; she seemed
to know all the ballads from the
old brave days when men were
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first hewing their homes out of
Vixen’s wilderness, and they
were good to hear.

Flandry grew slowly aware
that she was the opposite of bad-
looking. She just hadn’t been
sculped into the monotonously
aristocratic appearance of Ter-
ra’s high-born ladies. The face,
half boyish, was her own, the
body full and supple where it
counted. He swore dismally to
himself and went on a more rig-
orous calisthenic program.

Slowly the stars formed new
patterns. There came a time
when Aldebaran stood like red
flame, the brightest object in all
heaven. And then the needle-
point of Vixen’'s sun, the star
named Cerulia, glistened keen
and blue ahead. And Flandry
turned from the viewscreen and
said quietly: “Two more days to
go. I think we’ll have captain’s
dinner tonight.”

“Very good, sir,” said Chives.
“I took it upon myself to bring
along some live Maine lobster.
And I trust the Liebfraumilch
51 will be satisfactory?”

“That’s the advantage of hav-
ing a Shalmuan for your bat-
man,” remarked Flandry to Kit.
“Their race has more sensitive
palates than ours. They can’t go
wrong on vintages.”

She smiled, but her eyes were
troubled.

Flandry retired to his own
cabin and an argument. He
wanted to wear a peach-colored
tunic with his white slacks;
Chives insisted that the dark
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blue, with a gold sash, was more
suitable. Chives won, naturally.
The man wandered into the sa-
loon, which was already laid out
for a feast, and poured himself
an apéritif. Music sighed from
the recorder, nothing great but
sweet to hear.

A footfall came lightly behind

him. He turned and nearly drop-
ped his glass. Kit was entering
in a sheer black dinner gown;
one veil the color of fire flickered
from her waistline. A filigree
tiara crowned shining hair, and
a bracelet of Old Martian silver
coiled massive on her wrist.
- “Great hopping electrons,”
gasped Flandry. “Don’t do such
things without warning! Where
did the paintbrush come from to
lay on the glamor that thick?”

Kit chuckled and pirouetted.
“Chives,” she said. “Who else?
He’s a darlin’. He brought the
jew’lry along, an’ he’s been mak-
in’ the dress at odd moments this
whole trip.”

Flandry shook his head and
clicked his tongue. “If Chives
would accept manumission, he
could set himself up in business,
equipping lady spies to seduce
poor officers like me. He’d own
the galaxy in ten years.”

Kit blushed and said hastily:
“Did he select the tape too? I
always have loved Mendelssohn’s
Violin Concerto.”

“Oh, is that what it is? Nice
music for a sentimental occa-
sion, anyway. My department is
more the administration of
drinks. I prescribe this before
dinner: Ansan aurea. Essential-

€8

ly, it’s a light dry vermouth, but
for once a non-Terran soil has
improved the flavor of a Terran
plant.”

She hesitated.
never—"

“Well, high time you began.”
He did not glance at the view-
screen, where Cerulia shone like
steel, but they both knew there
might not be many hours left
for them to savor existence. She

“T don’t—I

took the glass, sipped, and
sighed.
“Thank you, Dominic. I've

been missin’ out on such a lot.”

They seated themselves. “We’ll
have to make that up, after this
affair is over,” said Flandry.
A darkening thought passed
through him, just long enough
to make him add: “However, I
suspect that on the whole you've
done better in life than 1.”

“What do you mean?” Her
eyes, above the glass, reflected
the wine’s hue and became al-
most golden.

SOhs st hard - to 7 8ay.”.  His
mouth twisted ruefully upward.
“I’ve no romantic illusions about
the frontier. I've seen too much
of it. I'd a good deal rather loll
in bed sipping my morning
chocolate than bounce into the
fields before dawn to cultivate
the grotch or scag the thimbs or
whatever dreary technicalities it
is that pioneers undergo. And
vet, well, I've no illusions about
my own class either, or my own
way of life. You frontier people
are the healthy ones. You’ll be
around—most of you—Ilong after
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the Empire is a fireside legend.
I envy you that.”

He broke off. “Pardon me. I'm
afraid spiritual jaundice is an
occupational disease in my
job.”

“Which I'm still not sure what
is— Oh, dear.” Kit chuckled.
“Does alcohol act that fast? But
really, Dominic, I wish you'd
talk a little about your work. All
you've said is, you're in Naval
Intelligence. I'd like to know
what you do.”

“Why?” he asked.

She flushed and blurted: “To
know you better.”

Flandry saw her confusion
and moved to hide it from them
both: “There’s not a lot to tell.
I'm a field agent, which means
I go out and peek through win-
dows instead of sitting in an of-
fice reading the reports of
window peekers. Thanks to the
circumstance that my immediate
superior doesn’t like me, I spend
most of my working time away
from Terra, on what amounts to
a roving commission. Good old
Fenross. If he was ever replaced
by some kindly father-type who
dealt justly with all subordi-
nates, I'd dry up and blow
away.”

“I think that’s revoltin’.” An-
ger flashed in her voice.

“What? The discrimination?
But my dear lass, what is any
civilization but an elaborate
structure of special privileges?
I've learned to make my way
around among them. Good
frogs, d’you think I want a nice
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secure desk job with a guaran-
teed pension?”

“But still, Dominic—a man
like you, riskin’ his life again
an’ again, sent almost alone
against all Ardazir . . . because
someone doesn’t like you!” Her
face still burned, and there was
a glimmer of tears in the hazel
eyes.

“Hard to imagine how that
could be,” said Flandry with cal-
culated smugness. He added,
lightly and almost automatical-
ly: “But after all, think what
an outrageous special privilege
your personal heredity repre-
sents, so much beauty, charm,
and intelligence lavished on one
little girl.”

She grew mute, but faintly
she trembled. With a convulsive
gesture, she tossed off her glass.

FEasy, boy, thought Flandry.
A not unpleasurable alertness
came to life. E'motional scenes
are the last thing we want out
here. “Which brings up the gen-
eral topic of you,” he said in his
chattiest tone. “A subject well
worth discussing over the egg
flower soup which I see Chives
bringing in . . . or any other
course, for that matter. Let’s
see, you were a weather engi-
neer’s assistant for a living, isn’t
that right? Sounds like fun, in
an earnest high-booted way.”
And might prove useful, added
that part of him which never
took a vacation.

She nodded, as anxious as he
to escape what they had skirted.
They took pleasure in the meal,
and talked of many things.
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Flandry confirmed his impres-
sion that Kit was not an unso-
phisticated peasant. She didn’t
know the latest delicious gossip
about you-know-who and that
actor. But she had measured the
seasons of her strange violent
planet ; she could assemble a ma-
chine so men could trust their
lives to it; she had hunted and
sported, seen birth and death;
the intrigues of her small city
were as subtle as any around the
Imperial throne. Withal, she had
the innocence of most frontier
folk—or call it optimism, or
honor, or courage—at any rate,
she had not begun to despair of
the human race.

But because he found himself
in good comR ny, and this was
a special occasion, he kept both
their glasses filled. After a
while he lost track of how many
times he had poured. The min-
utes melted pleasantly one into
the other.

When Chives cleared the table
and set out coffee and liqueur,
Kit reached eagerly for her cup.
“l need this,” she said, not
quite clearly. “ 'Fraid I had too
much to drink.”

“That was the general idea,”
said Flandry. He accepted a
cigar from Chives. The Shal-
muan went noiselessly out. Flan-
dry looked across the table. Kit
sat with her back to the broad
viewscreen, so that the stars
were like jewels clustered
around her tiara.

“I don’t believe it,” she sald
after a moment.

“You're probably right,”
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said

Flandry.
lieve ?”

“What you were sayin’ . . .
’bout the Empire bein’ doomed.”

“It’s better not to believe
that,” he said gently.

“Not because o’ Terra,” she
said. She leaned forward. The
light was soft on her bare young
shoulders. “The little bit I saw
there was a hard blow. But
Dominie, as long’s the Empire
has men like, like you—we’ll
take on the whole universe an’
win.”

“Blessings,”
haste.

“No.” Her eves were the least
bit hazed, but they locked stead-
ily with his. She smiled, more
in tenderness than mirth. “You
won't wriggle off the hook with
a joke this time, Dominic. You
gave me too much to drink, you
see, an’'—I mean it. A planet
with you on its side has still got
hope enough.”

Flandry sipped his liqueur.
Suddenly the alcohol touched his
own brain with its pale fires, and
he thought, Why not be honest
with her? She can take it. May-
be she even deserves it.

“No, Kit,” he said. “I know
my class from the inside out,
because it is my class and I
probably wouldn’t choose anoth-
er even if some miracle made me
able to. But we're hollow, and
corrupt, and death has marked
us for its own. In the last
analysis, however we disguise it,
however strenuous and hazard-
ous and even lofty our amuse-
ments are, the only reason we
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can find for living is to have fun.
And I'm afraid that isn’t reason
enough.”

“But it is!” she cried.

“You think so,” he said, “be-
cause you're lucky enough to
belong to a society which still
has important jobs uncompleted.
But we aristocrats of Terra, we
enjoy life instead of enjoying
what we’re doing . . . and there’s
a cosmos of difference.

“The measure of our damna-
tion is that every one of us with
any intelligence—and there are
some—every one sees the Long
Night coming. We've grown too
wise; we've studied a little psy-
- cho-dynamics, or perhaps only
read a lot of history, and we can
see that Manuel’s Empire was
not a glorious resurgence. It was
the Indian summer of Terran
civilization. (But you’ve never
seen Indian summer, I suppose.
A pity: no planet has anything
more beautiful and full of old
magics.) Now even that short
season is past. Autumn is far
along; the nights are cold and
the leaves are fallen and the last
escaping birds call through a
sky which has lost all color. And
yet, we who see winter coming
can also see it won’t be here till
after our lifetimes . . . so we
shiver a bit, and swear a bit,
and go back to playing with a
few bright dead leaves.”

He stopped. Silence grew
around them. And then, from
the intercom, music began
again, a low orchestral piece
which spoke to deep places of
their awareness.
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“Excuse me,” said Flandry. “I
really shouldn’t have wished my
sour pessimism on you.”

Her smile this time held a
ghost of pity. “An’ o’ course
’twouldn’t be debonair to show
your real feelin’s, or try to find
words for them.”

“Touché!” He cocked his
head. “Think we could dance to
that?”

“The music? Hardly. The
Liebestod is background for
somethin’ else. I wonder if

Chives knew.”

“Hmm?” Flandry looked sur-
prised at the girl.

“I don't mind at all,” she
whispered. “Chives is a dar-
lin’.”

Suddenly he understood.

But the stars were chill be-
hind her. Flandry thought of
guns and dark fortresses wait-
ing for them both. He thought
of knightly honor, which would
not take advantage of the help-
lessness which is youth—and
then, with a little sadness, he
decided that practical considera-
tions were what really turned
the balance for him.

He raised the cigar to his
mouth and said softly, “Better
drink your coffee before it gets
cold, lass.” }

With that, the moment was
safely over. He thought he saw
disappointed gratitude in Kit's
hurried glance, but wasn’t sure.
She turned around, gazing at
the stars merely to avoid facing
him for the next few seconds.

Her breath sighed outward.
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She sat looking at Cerulia for a
whole minute. Then she stared
down at her hands and said tone-
lessly: “Figure you're right
’bout the Empire. But then
what’s to become o’ Vixen?”

“We'll liberate it, and squeeze
a fat indemnity out of Ardazir,”
said Flandry as if there were no
doubt.

“Uh-uh.” She shook her head.
Bitterness began to edge her
voice. “Not if ’tisn’t convenient.
Your Navy might decide to fight
the war out where ’tis. An’ then
my whole planet, my people, the
little girl next door an’ her kit-
ten, trees an’ flowers an’ birds,
why, ’twill just be radioactive
ash blowin’ over dead gray hills.
Or maybe the Imperium will
decide to compromise, an’ let Ar-
dazir keep Vixen. Why not?
What’s one planet to the Em-
pire? A swap might, as you say,
buy them peace in their own
lifetimes. A few million human
bein’s, that’s nothin’, write them
off in red ink.” She shook her
head again in a dazed way.
“Why are we goin’ there, you
an’ I? What are we workin’ for?
Whatever we do can come to
nothin’, from one stroke of a pen
in some bored bureaucrat’s hand.
Can’t it?”

“Yes,” said Flandry.

CHAPTER 9

ERULIA, being a main-se-
quence star, did not need
vastly more mass than Sol to
shine more fiercely. Vixen, the
fourth planet out, circled its
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primary in one and a half stand-
ard years, along such an orbit
that it received, on the average,
about as much radiation as
Terra.

“The catch lies in that word
‘average,” ” murmured Flandry.

He floated in the turret with
Chives, hands on the control
panel and body weightless in a
cocoon of pilot harness. To port,
the viewscreens were dimmed,
lest the harsh blue sun burn out
his eyes. Elsewhere, distorted
constellations sprawled stark
against night. Flandry picked
out the Jupiter-type planet call-
ed Ogre by the humans of Vix-
en: a bright yellow glow, its
larger moons visible like sparks.
And what were its Ymirite
colonists thinking?

“Ogre’s made enough trouble
for Vixen all by itself,” com-
plained Flandry. “Its settlers
ought to be content with that,
and not go plotting with Arda-
zir. If they are, I mean.” He
turned to Chives. “How’s Kit
taking this free-fall plunge? Is
she all right?”

“T regret to say Miss Kitt-
redge did not look very com-

fortable, sir,” answered the
Shalmuan. “But she said she
was.”

Flandry clicked his tongue.
Since the advent of gravity con-
trol, there had been little need
for civilians ever to undergo
weightlessness; hence Kit sus-
ceptible to it, didn’t have the
training that would have helped.
Well, she’d be a lot sicker if an
Ardazirho missile homed on the
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Hooligan. Nobody ever died of
space nausea: no such luck!

Ardazir would undoubtedly
have mounted tight guard over
conquered Vixen. Flandry’s de-
tectors were confirming this.
The space around the planet
quivered with primary-drive vi-
brations, patrolling warcraft,
and there must be a network of
orbital robot monitors to boot.
A standard approach was cer-
tain to be spotted. There was
another way to land, though, if
you were enough of a pilot and
had enough luck. Flandry had
decided to go ahead with it,
rather than contact Walton’s
task force. He couldn’t do much
there except report himself in

. and then proceed to Vixen,
anyway, with still more likeli-
hood of detection and destruc-
tion.

Engines cold, the Hooligan
plunged at top meteoric velocity
straight toward her goal. Any
automaton was sure to register
her as a siderite, and ignore her.
Only visual observation would
strip that disguise off; and
space is so vast that even with
the closest blockade, there was
hardly a chance of passing that
close to an unwarned enemy. Es-
cape from the surface would be
harder, but this present stunt
was foolproof. Until you hit at-
mosphere!

Flandry watched Vixen swell-
ing in the forward viewscreens.
To one side Cerulia burned,
ominously big. The planet’s
northern dayside was like a slice
of incandescence; polarizing
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telescopes showed bare moun-
tains, stony deserts, rivers gone
wild with melted snows. In the
southern hemisphere, the conti-
nents were still green and
brown, the oceans deeply blue,
like polished cobalt. But clouds
banded that half of the world,
storms marched roaring over
hundreds of kilometers, light-
ning flared through rain. The
equator was hidden under a
nearly solid belt of cloud and
gale. The northern aurora was
cold flame; the south pole, less
brilliant, still shook great ban-
ners of light into heaven. A sin-
gle small moon, 100,000 kilome-
ters from the surface, looked
pale against that luminance.

The spaceship seemed tomb
silent when Flandry switched his
attention back to it. He said, just
to make a noise, “And this
passes for a terrestroid, human-
ly habitable planet. What real
estate agents they must have
had in the pioneer days!”

“I understand that southern
Cerulia IV is not unsalubrious
most of the year, sir,” said
Chives. “It is only now, in fact,
that the northern part becomes
lethal.”

Flandry nodded. Vixen was
the goat of circumstance: huge
Ogre had exactly four times the
period, and thus over millions of
years resonance had multiplied
perturbation and brought the
eccentricity of Vixen’s orbit
close to one-half. The planet’s
axial inclination was 24°, and
northern midsummer fell nearly
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at periastron. Thus, every eight-
een months, Cerulia scorched
that hemisphere with four-fold
the radiation Terra got from
Sol. This section of the orbit was
hastily completed, and most of
Vixen’s year was spent in cooler
regions. “But I daresay the Ar-
dazirho timed their invasion
for right now,” said Flandry. “If
they’re from an A-type star, the
northern weather shouldn’t be
too hard on them.”

He put out his final cigaret.
The planet filled the bow screen.
Robot mechanisms could do a lot,
but now there must also be live
piloting . . . or a streak in Vix-
en’s sky and a crater blasted
from its rock.

At the Hooligan’s speed, she
crossed the tenuous upper air
layers and hit stratosphere in a
matter of seconds. It was like a
giant’s fist. Flandry’s harness
groaned as his body hurtled for-
ward. There was no outside
noise, yet, but the flitter herself
shrieked in metallic pain. The
screens became one lurid fire, air
heated to incandescence.

Flandry’s arm trembled with
weight. He slammed it down on
the drive switches. Chives’ slight
form could not stir under these
pressures, but the green tail
darted, button to dial to vernier.
Engines bellowed as they fought
to shed velocity. The vessel
glowed red; but her metal-was
crystallized to endure more than
furnace heat. Thunder banged

around her, within her. Flandry-

felt his ribs shoved toward his
94

lungs, as direction shifted. Still
he could only see flame outside.
But his blurring eyes read in-
struments. He knew the vessel
had leveled off, struck denser at-
mosphere, skipped like a stone,
and was now rounding the plan-
et in monstrous shuddering
bounces.

First then did he have time
to reactivate the internal com-
pensators. A steady one gee
poured its benediction through
him. He drew unsteady breath
into an aching chest. “For this
we get paid?” he mumbled.

While Chives took over, and
the thermostat brought the tur-
ret near an endurable tempera-
ture, Flandry unbuckled and
went below to Kit’s stateroom.
She lay unstirring in harness, a
trickle of blood from the snub
nose. He injected her with
stimulol. Her eyes fluttered open.
Briefly, she looked so young and
helpless that he must glance
away. “Sorry to jolt you back to
consciousness in this fashion,”
he said. “It’s bad practice. But
right now, we need a guide.”

“0’ course.” She preceded him
to the turret. He sat down and
she leaned over his shoulder,
frowning at the viewscreens.
The Hooligan burrowed into at-
mosphere on a steep downward
slant. The roar of cloven air
boomed through'the hull. Moun-
tains rose jagged on a night
horizon. “That’s the Ridge,” said
Kit. “Head yonder, over Moon-
stone Pass.” On the other side,
a shadowed valley gleamed with
rivers, under stars and a trace
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of aurora. “There’s the Shaw,
an’ the King’s Way cuttin’
through. Land anywhere near,
’tisn’t likely the boat will be
found.”

The Shaw belied its name; it
was a virgin forest, 40,000
square kilometers of tall trees.
Flandry set his craft down so
gently that not a twig was brok-
en, cut the engines and leaned
back. “Thus far,” he breathed
gustily, “we is did it, chillun!”

“Sir,” said Chives, “may I
once again take the liberty of
suggesting that if you and the
young lady go off alone, without
me, you need a psychiatrist.”

“And may I once again tell
you you are not coming with
us,” answered Flandry. “Ill
have trouble enough passing my-
self off as a Vixenite, without
you along. You stay with the
boat and keep ready to fight. Or,
more probably, to scramble out
of here like an egg.”

He stood up. “We’d better
start now, Kit,” he added. “That
drug won’t hold you up for very
many hours.”

Both humans were already
dressed in the soft green cover-
alls Chives had made according
to Kit’s description of profes-
sional hunters. That would also
explain Flandry’s little radio
transceiver, knife and rifle; his
accent might pass for that of a
man lately moved here from the
Avian Islands. It was a thin
enough disguise . . . but the
Ardazirho wouldn’t have an eye
for fine details. The main thing
was to reach Kit’s home city,
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Garth, undetected. Once based
there, Flandry could assess the
Eituation and start making trou-
le.

Chives wrung his hands, but
bowed his master obediently out
the airlock. It was midwinter,
but also periastron; only long
nights and frequent rains mark-
ed the season in this hemisphere.
The forest floor was thick and
soft underfoot. Seant light came
through the leaves, but here and
there on the high trunks glowed
yvellow phosphorescent fungi,
enough to see by. The air was
warm, full of strange green
scents. Out in the darkness there
went soft whistlings, callings,
croakings, patterings, once a
scream which cut off in a gur-
gle, the sounds of a foreign
wilderness, penetrating and
frightening to the intruders.

It was two hours’ hike to the
King’s Way. Flandry and Kit fell
into the rhythm of it and spoke
little. But when they finally
came out on the broad starlit
ribbon of road, her hand stole
into his. “Shall we walk on ?” she
asked.

“Not if Garth is fifty kilome-
ters to go,” said Flandry. He sat
down by the road’s edge. She
lowered herself into the curve of
his arm.

“Are you cold?”
feeling her shiver.

“’Fraid,” she admitted.

His lips brushed hers. She re-
sponded shyly, unpracticed. It
beat hiking. Or did it? I never
liked hors d’oeuvres alone for a
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meal, thought Flandry, and drew
her close.

Light gleamed far down the
highway. A faint growl waxed.
Kit disengaged herself. “Saved
by the bell,” murmured Flandry,
“but don’t stop to wonder which
of us was.” She laughed, a small
and trembling sound beneath un-
earthly constellations.

Flandry got up and extended
his arm. The vehicle ground to a
halt: a ten-car truck. The driver
leaned out. “Boun’ for Garth?”
he called.

“That’s right.” Flandry help-
ed Kit into the cab and followed.
The truck started again, its
train rumbling for 200 meters
behind.

“Goin’ to turn in your gun,
are you?” asked the driver. He
was a burly bitter-faced man.
One arm carried the traces of a
recent blaster wound.

“Figure so,” Kit replied. “My
husban’ an’ I been trekkin’ in
the Ridge this last three months.
We heard ’bout the invasion an’
started back, but floods held us
up—rains, you know—an’ our
radio’s given some trouble too.
So we aren’t sure o’ what’s been
happenin’.”

“Enough.” The driver spat out
the window. He glanced sharply
at them. “But what the gamma
would anybody be doin’ in the
mountains this time o’ year?”

Kit began to stammer. Flan-

dry said smoothly, “Keep it con-

fidential, please, but this is when
the cone-tailed radcat comes off
the harl. It’s dangerous, yes, but
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we’ve filled six caches of grum-
mage.”

“Hmm . .. uh. .. yeah. Sure.
Well, when you reach Garth, bet-
ter not carry your gun yourself
to the wolf headquarters. They’ll
most likely shoot you first an’
ask your intentions later. Lay it
down somewhere an’ go ask one
o’ them would he please be so
kind as to come take it away
from you.”

“I hate to give up this rifle,”
said Flandry.

The driver shrugged. “Keep
it, then, if you want to take the
risk. But not aroun’ me. I fought
at Burnt Hill, an’ played dead
all night while those howlin’
devils hunted the remnants of
our troop. Then I got home
somehow, an’ that’s enough. I
got a wife an’ children to keep.”
He jerked his thumb backward.
“Load o’ rare earth ore this
trip. The wolves’ll take it, an’
Hobden’s mill will turn it into
fire-control elements for ’em, an’
they’ll shoot some more at the
Empire’s ships. Sure, call me a
quislin’—an’ then wait till
you've seen your friends run
screamin’ down your street with
a pack o’ batsnakes flappin’ an’
snappin’ at them an’ the wolves
boundin’ behind laughin’. Ask
yourself if you want to go
through that, for an Empire
that’s given us up already.”

“Has it?” asked Flandry. “I
understood from one ’cast that
there were reinforcements com-
ing.”

“Sure. They're here. One o’
my chums has a pretty good
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radio, an’ sort o’ followed the
space battle when Walton’s force
arrived, by receivin’ stray mes-
sages. It petered out pretty
quick, though. What can Walton
do, unless he attacks this planet,
where the wolves are now based,
where they’re already makin’
their own supplies an’ muni-
tions? An’ if he does that—”
The headlight reflections shim-
mered off sweat on the man’s
face. “No more Vixen. Just a
cinder. You pray God, chum,
that the Terrans don’t try to
blast Ardazir off Vixen.”

“What’s happening, then, in
space?” asked Flandry.

‘He didn’t expect a coherent
reply. To the civilian, as to the
average fighter, war is one huge
murky chaos. It was a pure gift
when the driver said: “My chum
caught radio ’casts beamed at us
from the Terran fleet. The wolves
tried to jam it, o’ course, but I
heard, an’ figure ’tis mostly
truth. Because ’tis bad enough!
There was a lot o’ guff about
keepin’ up our courage, an’ sabo-
tagin’ the enemy, an’—” The
driver rasped an obscenity.
“Sorry, ma’m. But wait till you
see what ’tis really like aroun’
Garth an’ you’ll know how I feel
about that idea. Admiral Walton
says his fleet’s seized some as-
teroid bases an’ theirs isn’t try-
in’ to get him off ’em. Stalemate,
you see, till the wolves have built
up enough strength. Which
they’re doin’, fast. The reason
the admiral can’t throw every-
thing he’s got against them in
space is that he has to watch
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Ogre too. Seems there’s reason
to suspect Ymir might be in ca-
hoots with Ardazir. The Ymi-
rites aren’t sayin’. You know
what they’re like.”

Flandry nodded. “Yes. ‘If you
will not accept our word that we
are neutral, there is no obvious
way to let you convince your-
selves, since the whole Terran
Empire could not investigate a
fraction of Dispersal territory.
Accordingly, we shall not waste
our time discussing the ques-
tion.” ”

“That’s it, chum. You've got
the very tone. They might be
honest, sure. Or they might be
waitin’ for the minute Walton
eases up his watch on ’em, to
jump him.”

Flandry glanced out. The
stars flashed impersonally, not
caring that a few motes of flesh
named them provinces for a few
centuries. He saw that part of
this planet’s sky which had no
stars, a hole into forever. Kit
had told him it was called the
Hatch. But that was only a
nearby dark nebula, not even a
big one. The clear white spark
of Rigel was more sinister, blaz-
ing from the heart of Merseia’s
realm. And what of Ogre, tawny
above the trees?

“What do you think will hap-
pen?” Kit’s voice could scarcely
be heard through the engine
grumble.

“I don’t even dare guess,” said
the driver. “Maybe Walton’ll ne-
gotiate something—might leave
us here, to become wolf-cattle,
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or might arrange to evacuate us
an’ we can become beggars on
Terra. Or he might fight in space
... but even if he doesn’t attack
their forts here on Vixen, we'll
all be hostages to Ardazir, won’t
we? Or the Ymirites might at-
tack . . . No, ma’m, I'm just
drivin’ my truck an’ drawin’ my
pay an’ feedin’ my family. Short-
er rations every week, it seems.
Figure there’s nothin’ else any
one person can do. Is there?”

Kit began to cry, a soft hope-
less sobbing on Flandry’s shoul-
der. He laid an arm around her
and they sat thus all the way
to Garth.

CHAPTER 10

IGHT again, after a short

hot winter day full of thun-
derstorms. Flandry and Emil
Bryce stood in the pit blackness
of an alley, watching a nearly
invisible street. Rain sluiced
over their cloaks. A fold in Flan-
dry’s hood was letting water
trickle in, his tunic was soaked,
but he dared not move. At any

moment now, the Ardazirho
would come by.
The rain roared slow and

heavy, down over the high-peak-
ed roofs of Garth, through
blacked-out streets and gurgling
into the storm drains. All wind
had stopped, but now and then
lightning glared. There was a
brief white view of pavement
that shimmered wet, half-tim-
bered houses with blind shutters
crowded side by side, a skeletal
transmitter tower for one of the
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robotic weather-monitor stations
strewn over the planet. Then
night clamped back down, and
thunder went banging through
enormous hollow spaces.

Emil Bryce had not moved for
half an hour. But he really was
a hunter by trade, thought Flan-
dry. The Terran felt an unreas-
onable resentment of Bryce’s
guild. Damn them, it wasn’t
fair, in that trade they stood
waiting for prey since they were
boys—and he had to start cold.
No, hot. It steamed beneath his
rain cape.

Feet resounded on the walk.
They did not have a human
rhythm. And they did not smack
the ground first with a bootheel,
but clicked metal-shod toes along
the pavement. A flashbeam bob-
bed, slashing darkness with a
light too blue and sharp for hu-
man comfort. Watery reflections
touched Bryce’s broad red face.
His mouth alone moved, and
Flandry could read fear upon it.
Wolves!

But Bryce’s dart gun slithered
from under his cloak. Flandry
eased steel knucks onto one
hand. With the other, he ges-
tured Bryce back. He, Flandry,
must go first, pick out the pre-
cise enemy he wanted—in dark-
ness, in rain, and all their faces
nonhuman. Nor would uniforms
help; the Ardazirho bore such a
wild variety of dress.

But . . . Flandry was trained.
It had been worth a rifle, to
have an excuse for entering lo-
cal invader headquarters. Their
garrison in Garth was not large:
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a few hundred, for a city of a
quarter million. But modern
heavy weapons redressed that,
robotanks, repeating cannon, the
flat announcement that any town
where a human uprising actual-
ly succeeded would be missiled.
(The glassy crater which had
been Marsburg proved it.) The
Garth garrison was there chiefly
to man observation posts and
anti-spacecraft defenses in the
vicinity; but they also collected
firearms, directed factories to
produce for their army, prowled
in search of any citizens with
spirit left to fight. Therefore,
Flandry told himself, their chief
officer must have a fair amount
of knowledge—and the chief offi-
cer spoke Angliec, and Flandry
had gotten a good look at him
while surrendering the rifie, and
Flandry was trained to tell
faces apart, even nonhuman
faces—

And now Clanmaster Temu-
lak, as he had called himself, was
going off duty, from headquar-
ters to barracks. Bryce and oth-
ers had been watching the Ar-
dazirho for weeks. They had told
Flandry that the invaders went
on foot, in small armed parties,
whenever practicable. Nobody
knew quite why. Maybe they
preferred the intimacy with
odors and sounds which a ve-
hicle denied; it was known they
had better noses than man. Or
perhaps they relished the chal-
lenge: more than once, humans
had attacked such a group, been
beaten off and hunted down and
torn to pieces. Civilians had no
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chance against body armor,
blast-weapons, and reflexes
trained for combat.

But I'm mot a civilian, Flan-
dry told himself, and Bryce has
some rather special skills.

The quarry passed by. Scat-
tered flashbeam light etched the
ruffed, muzzled heads against
flowing dimness. There were
five. Flandry identified Temulak,
helmeted and corseleted, near
the middle. He glided out of the
alley, behind them.

The Ardazirho whipped about.
How keen were their ears? Flan-
dry-kept going. One red-furred
alien hand dropped toward
a holstered blaster. Flandry
smashed his steel-knuckled fist
at Temulak’s face. The enemy
bobbed his head, the knucks
clanged off the helmet. And light
metal sheathed his belly, no
blow would have effect there.
The blaster came out. Flandry
chopped down his left palm, edge
on, with savage precision. He
thought he felt wristbones crack
beneath it. Temulak’s gun clat-
tered to the pavement. The Ar-
dazirho threw back his head and
howled, ululating noise hurled
into the rain. And HQ only half
a kilometer away, barracks no
further in the opposite direc-
tion—

Flandry threw a karate kick
to the jaw. The officer staggered
back. But he was quick, twisting
about to seize the man’s ankle
before it withdrew. They went
down together. Temulak’s right
hand still hung useless, but his
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left snatched for Flandry's
throat. The Terran glimpsed fin-
gernails reinforced with sharp
steel plectra. He threw up an
arm to keep his larynx from be-
ing torn out. Temulak howled
again. Flandry chopped at the
hairy neck. The Ardazirho duck-
ed and sank teeth into Flandry’s
wrist. Anguish went like flame
along the nerves. But now Tem-
ulak was crouched before him.
Flandry slammed down a rabbit
punch. Temulak slumped. Flan-
dry got on his back and throttled
him.

Looking up, gasping, the man
saw shadows leap and yell in the
glow of the dropped flashlight.
There had been no way to simp-
ly needle Temulak. He was want-
ed alive, and Flandry didn't
know what anesthetics might be
fatal to an Ardazirho. But
Bryce had only to kill the guards,
as noiselessly as possible. His
airgun spat cyanide darts, quick
death for any oxygen breather.
And his skilled aim sent those
darts into exposed flesh, not use-
lessly breaking on armor. Two
shapes sprawled in the street.
Another had somehow jumped
for Bryce’s throat. The hunter
brought up one boot. It clanged
on a breastplate, but sheer force
sent the alien lurching back-
ward. Bryce shot him. By then
the last one had freed his blas-
ter. It crashed and blazed
through rain. Bryce had already
dropped. The ion bolt sizzled
where he had been. Bryce fired,
missed, rolled away from anoth-
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er blast, fired again and missed.
Now howling could be heard
down the street, as a pack of in-
vaders rallied to come and help.

Flandry reached across Temu-
lak’s gaunt body, picked up the
Clanmaster’s gun, and waited.
He was nearly blind in this
night. The other Ardazirho’s
blaster flamed once more. Flan-
dry fired where it showed. The
alien screamed, once, and thud-
ded to the street. Scorched hair
and meat smoked sickly in the
wet air.

“Out o’ here!” gasped Bryce.
He sprang erect. “They’re com-
in’! An’ they’ll track us by
scent—" ;

“I came prepared for that,”
said Flandry. A brief hard grin
peeled his teeth. He let Bryce
pick up Temulak while he got a
flat plastibottle from his tuniec.
He turned a pressure nozzle and
sprayed a liter of gasoline
around the area. “If their noses
are any good for several minutes
after this, I give up. Let’s go.”

Bryce led the way, through
the alley to the next street, down
a block of horribly open paving,
then hand-over-hand across a
garden wall. No private human
vehicles could move after dark
without being shot at from the
air, but it wasn’t far to the un-
derground hideout. In fact, too
close, thought Flandry. But then,
who on Vixen had any expe-
rience with such operations? Kit
had looked up those friends in
Garth who smuggled her out,
and they had led Flandry
straight to their bitter little or-
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ganization. It expedited matters
this time, yes, but suppose the
Ardazirho had supplied a ring-
er? Or ... it was only a matter
of time before they started ques-
tioning humans in detail, under
drugs and duress. Then you
needed cells, changing pass-
words, widely scattered bolt-
holes, or your underground was
done for.

Flandry stumbled through
drenched flowerbeds. He helped
Bryce carry Temulak down into
the hurricane cellar: standard
for every house in Garth. A tun-
nel had been dug from this one;
its door, at least, was well con-
cealed. Flandry and Bryce grop-
ed for several hundred meters to
the other end. They emerged be-
neath a house whose address
they should not have been per-
mitted to know.

Judith Hurst turned about
with a small shriek when the
cellar door opened. Then dim
light picked out Bryce’s heavy
form, and Temulak still limp in
the hunter’s arms. Flandry came
behind, shedding his cape with
a relieved whistle. “Oh,” gasped
Judith. “You got him!”

Bryce’s eyes went around the
circle of them. A dozen men
stood with taut brown faces in
the light of a single small fluoro.
Their shadows fell monstrous in
the corners and across the win-
dow shutters. Knives and forbid-
den guns gleamed at their belts.
Kit was the only person seated,
still slumped in the dull sadness
of stimulol reaction.

“Damn near didn’t,” grunted
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Bryce. “Couldn’t have, without
the captain here. Sir Dominie, I
apologize for some things I'd
been thinkin’ lately 'bout Terra.”

“An’ 1.” Judith Hurst trod
forward, taking both the Navy
man’s hands. She was among the
few women in the underground,
and Flandry thought it a crime
to risk such looks being shot up.
She was tall, with long auburn
hair and skin like cream; her
eyes were sleepy brown in a full,
pouting face; her figure strained
at shorts and bolero. “I never
thought I'd see you again,” she
said. “But you’ve come back with
the first real success this war’s
had for us.”

“Two swallows do not make
a drinking bout,” warned Flan-
dry. He gave her his courtliest
bow. “Speaking of which, I
could use something liquid, and
cannot imagine a more ornamen-
tal cupbearer. But first, let’s
deal with friend Temulak. This
way, isn’t it?”

As he passed Kit, her ex-
hausted eyes turned up to him.
Slow tears coursed down her
face. “Oh, Dominic, you're
alive,” she whispered. “That
makes everything else seem like
nothin’.” She rose to wobbly
legs. He threw her a preoccu-
pied smile and continued on
past, his brain choked with
technicalities.

Given a proper biopsych lab,
he could have learned how to get
truth out of Temulak with drugs
and electronics. But now he just
didn’t have enough data on the
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species. He would have to fall
back on certain widely applic-
able, if not universal, rules of
psychology.

At his orders, an offside room
in the cellar had been provided
with a comfortable bed. He
stripped Temulak and tied him
down, firmly, but using soft
bonds which wouldn’t chafe.
The prisoner began to stir. By
the time Flandry was through
and Temulak immobile, the gray
alien eyes were open and the
muzzle wrinkled back over white
teeth. A growl rumbled in Tem-
ulak’s throat. His eyes moved
slowly taking in the situation.

“Feeling better?” asked the
man unctuously.

“Not as well as I shall when
we pull you down in the street.”
The Anglic was thickly accent-
ed, but fluent, and it bore a
haughtiness like steel.

“] shudder.” Flandry lit a
cigaret. “Well, comrade, if you
" want to answer some questions
now, it will save trouble all
around. I presume, since you're
alive, you’ve been blanked of
your home sun’s coordinates.
But you retain clues.” He blew
a thoughtful smoke ring. “And,
to be sure, there are the things
you obviously do know, since
your rank requires it. Oh, all
sorts of things, dear heart,
which my side is just dying to
find out.” He chuckled. “I don’t
mean that literally. Any dying
will be done by you.”

Temulak stiffened. “If you
think I would remain alive, at
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the price of betraying the or-
bekh—"

“Nothing so clear-cut.”

The red fur bristled, but
Temulak snarled: “Nor will pain
in any degree compel me. And
I do not believe you understand
the psycho-physiology of my
race well enough to undertake
total reconditioning.”

“No,” admitted Flandry, “not
yvet. However, I haven’t time for
reconditioning in any event,
and torture is so strenuous...
besides offering no guarantee
that when you talk, you won’t
fib. No, no, my friend, you’ll
want to spill to me pretty soon.
Whenever you’ve had enough,
just call and I'll come hear you
out.”

He nodded to Dr. Reineke.
The physician wheeled forth the
equipment he had abstracted
from Garth General Hospital at
Flandry’s request. A blindfold-
ing hood went over Temulak’s
eyes, sound-deadening wax filled
his ears and plugged his nose, a
machine supplied him with in-
travenous nourishment and an-
other removed body wastes. They
left him immobile and, except
for the soft constant pressure of
bonds and bed, sealed into a
darkness like death. No sense
impressions could reach him
from outside. It was painless, it
did no permanent harm, but the
mind is not intended for such
isolation. When there is nothing
by which it may orient itself, it
rapidly loses all knowledge of
time; an hour seems like a day,
and later like a week or a year.
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Space and material reality van-
ish. Hallucinations come, and
the will begins to ecrumble. Most
particularly is this true when
the victim is among enemies,
tensed to feel the whip or knife
which his own ferocious culture
would surely use.

Flandry closed the door. “Keep
a guard,” he said. “When he be-
gins to holler, let me know.” He
peeled off his tunic. “From
whom can I beg something dry
to wear?”

Judith gave his torso a long
look. “I thought all Terrans were
flabby, Sir Dominic,” she pur-
red. “I was wrong about that
too.”

His eyes raked her. “And you,
my dear, make it abundantly
plain that Vixenites are any-
thing but,” he leered.

She took his arm. “What do
you plan to do next?”

“Seratch around. Observe.
Whip this maquisard outfit into
something efficient. There are so
many stunts to teach you. To
name just one, any time you’ve
no other amusement, you can
halt work at a war factory for
half a day with an anonymous
telecall warning that a time
bomb’s been planted and the
staff had better get out. Then
there’s all the rest of your planet
to organize. I don’t know how
many days I'll have, but there’s
enough work to fill a year of
’em.” Flandry stretched luxu-
riously. “Right now, though, I
want that drink I spoke of.”

“Here you are, sir.” Bryce
held out a flask.
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Judith flicked a scowl at him.
“Is that white mule all you can
offer the captain?” she cried.
Her hair glowed along her back
as she turned to smile again at
Flandry. “I know you’ll think
I'm terribly forward, but I have
two bottles o’ real Bourgogne at
my house. 'Tis only a few blocks
from here, an’ I know a safe way
to go.”

Oh-ho! Flandry licked his
mental chops. “Delighted,” he
said.

“I’d invite the rest o’ you,”
said Judith sweetly, “but ’tisn’t
enough to go aroun’, an’ Sir
Dominic deserves it the most.
Nothin’s too good for him, that’s
what I think. Just nothin’ at
all.?

“Agreed,” said Flandry. He
bowed good night and went out
with her.

Kit stared after them a mo-
ment. As he closed the door, he
heard her burst into weeping.

CHAPTER 11

HREE of Vixen’s 22-hour ro-

tation periods went by, and
part of a fourth, before the mes-
sage came that Temulak had
broken. Flandry whistled. “It’s
about time! If they’re all as
tough as that—"

Judith clung to him. “Do you
have to go right now, darlin’?”
she murmured. “You've been
away so much . . . out prowlin’,
spyin’, an’ the streets still full
o’ packs huntin’ for whoever at-
tacked that squad— I'm terrified
for you.”
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Her look was more inviting
than anxious. Flandry Kkissed
her absent-mindedly. “We're
patriots and all that sort of rot,”
he said. “I could not love you so
much, dear, et cetera. Now do
let go.” He was out the door be-
fore she could speak further.

The way between her house
and the underground’s went
mostly from garden to garden,
but there was a stretch of pub-
lic thoroughfare. Flandry put
hands in pockets and sauntered
along under rustling feather
palms as if he had neither cares
nor haste. The other humans
about, afoot or in groundecars,
were subdued, the pinch of hun-
ger and shabbiness already upon
them. Once a party of Ardazirho
whirred past on motor unicycles;
their sharp red muzzles clove
the air like prows, and they left
a wake of frightened silence be-
hind them. The winter sun burn-
ed low to northwest, big and
dazzling white in a pale sky,
among hurried stormclouds.

When Flandry let himself in-
to the cellar, only Emil Bryce
and Kit Kittredge were there.
The hunter lounged on guard.
From the closed door behind
him came howling and sobbing.
“He babbled he’d talk,” said
Bryce. “But can you trust what
he says?”

“Interrogation is a science
too,” answered Flandry. “If
Temulak is enough like a human
to break under isolation, he
won’t be able to invent consist-
ent lies fast enough when I start
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throwing questions at him. Did
you get that recorder I want-
ed?”

“Here.” Kit picked it up. She
looked very small and alone in
all the shadows. Sleeplessness
had reddened her eyes. She
brought the machine to Flandry,
who met her several meters
from Bryce. She leaned toward
him on tiptoe and whispered
shakily: “What will you do
now ?”

Flandry studied her. He had
gotten to know her well on the
journey here, he thought. But
that was under just one set of
conditions—and how well does
one human ever know another,
in spite of all pretentious psy-
chology? Since capturing the
Ardazirho, he had only seen her
on a single brief visit to this
cellar. They had had a few mo-
ments alone, but nothing very
personal was said. There had
been no time for it. He saw how
she trembled.

“I'm going to quiz brother
Temulak,” he told her. “And aft-
erward I could use some dinner
and a stiff drink.”

“With Judith Hurst?” It star-
tled him, how ferociously she
spat it out.

“Depends,” he said in a care-
ful tone.

“Dominic—" She hugged her-
self, forlornly, to stop shivering.
Her gaze blurred, seeking his.
“Don’t. Please don’t make me do

. what I don’t want—"

“We’ll see.” He started toward
the inner door. Kit began to cry,
hopelessly this time.
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Bryce got up. “Why, what all’s
the matter?” he asked.
“She’s overtired.”

opened the door.

“Worse'n that.” The hunter
looked from him to the girl and
back again. Resentment smol-
dered in his growl: “Maybe it’s
none o’ my business—"

“It isn’t.” Flandry stepped
through, closing the door behind
him.

Temulak lay shuddering and
gasping. Flandry set up the re-
corder and unplugged the Ar-
dazirho’s ears. “Did you want to
speak to me?” he asked mildly.

“Let me go!” shried Temulak.
“Let me go, I say! Zamara sham-
mish ni ulan!” He opened his
mouth and howled. It was so
much like a beast that a crawl-
ing went along Flandry’s spine.

“We'll see, after you've coop-
erated.” The man sat down.

“I never thought . . . you gray
people . . . gray hearts—" Tem-
ulak whimpered. He dribbled be-
tween his fangs.

“Good night, then,” said Flan-
dry. “Sweet dreams.”

“No! No, let me see! Let me
smell! I will . . . zamare, za-
mara—"

Flandry began to interrogate.

Flandry

It took time. The basic prin-
ciple was to keep hitting, snap
out a question, yank forth the
answer, toss the next question,
pounce on the smallest diserep-
ancies, always strike and strike
and strike with never a second’s
pause for the victim to think.
Without a partner, Flandry was
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soon tired. He kept going, on
cigarets and nerves; after the
first hour, he lost count of time.

In the end, with a full tape,
he relaxed a moment. The air
was nearly solid with smoke.
Sweat felt sticky under his
clothes. He puffed yet another
cigaret and noticed impersonally
the shakiness of his hand. But
Temulak whined and twitched,
beaten close to mindlessness by
sheer psychic exhaustion.

The picture so far was only
a bare outline, thought Flandry
in a dull far-off way. How much
could be told in one night of an
entire world, its greatness and
rich variety, its many peoples
and all their histories? How
much, to this day, do we really
know about Terra? But the tape
held information worth entire
ships.

Somewhere there was a sun,
brighter even than Cerulia, and
a planet called Ardazir by its
principal nation. (“Nation” was
the Anglic word; Flandry had
an impression that “clan alli-
ance” or “pack aggregate”
might more closely translate
orbekh.) Interplanetary travel
had been independently achieved
by that country. Then, some fif-
teen standard years ago, gravit-
ics, super-light pseudo-speeds,
the whole apparatus of the
modern galaxy, had burst upon
Ardazir. The war lords (chiefs,
speakers, pack leaders?) of Ur-
dahu, the dominant orbekh, had
promptly used these to complete
the subjugation of their own
world. Then they turned out-
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ward. Their hunters ravened in-
to a dozen backward systems,
looting and enslaving; engineers
followed, organizing the con-
quered planets for further war.
And now the attack on the hu-
man empire had begun. The
lords of Urdahu assured their
followers that Ardazir had al-
lies, mighty denizens of worlds
so alien that there could never
be any fear of attack . .. though
these aliens had long been an-
noyed by humankind, and found
in Ardazir an instrument to de-
stroy and replace the Terran
Empire . . . Temulak had not in-
quired more deeply, had not
thought much about it at all.
The Ardazirho seemed, by na-
ture, somewhat more reckless
and fatalistic than men, and
somewhat less curious. If cir-
cumstances had provided a
chance for adventure, glory, and
wealth, that was enough. Pre-
cautions could be left in care of
the orbekh’s wise old females.

Flandry smoked in a thick si-
lence. If Ymir were, indeed, be-
hind Ardazir—it would be
natural for Ymir to cooperate
temporarily with Merseia, whip-
sawing Terra between the Syrax
and Vixen crises. Maybe Mer-
‘seia was next on Ymir’'s list.
Thereafter Ardazir would hard-
ly prove troublesome to wreck.

But what grudge could Ymir
have against oxygen breathers,
or even against Terra alone?
There had been some small frie-
tion, yes, inevitably—but noth-
ing serious, surely the monsters
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rubbed each other more raw
than—And yet Horx did his level
best to kill me. Why? What
could he have been hired with?
What material thing from a ter-
restroid planet would not col-
lapse in his hands on Jupiter?
What reason would he have, ex-
cept orders from his own gover-
nor, who was carrying out a pol-
icy hatched on Ymir itself—?
Flandry clenched a fist. There
was an answer to that question,
but not one he dared rely on
without further proof. He bent
his mind back toward practicali-
ties. Mostly the tape held such
details: the number of Ardazir-
ho ships and troops in this sys-
tem, recognition signals, mili-
tary dispositions across Vixen,
the layout of forts and especial-
ly of the great headquarters
den; the total population of Ar-
dazir, resources, industry, army
and navy— Temulak was not in
on many state secrets, but he had
enough indications to give Flan-
dry gooseflesh. Two million or
so warriors occupied Vixen; a
hundred million were still at
home or on the already conquer-
ed planets, where war matériel
was being rapidly stockpiled;
officers had all been informed
that there were plenty of other
vulnerable Imperial outposts, hu-
man colonies or the home worlds
of Terran-allied species . . . Yes,
Ardazir was surely planning to
strike elsewhere within the Em-
pire, and soon. Another one or
two such blows, and the Imperial
Navy must surrender Syrax to
Merseia, turn inward and de-
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fend the mother planet. At
which point—

Not true that an army march-
es on its stomach, thought Flan-
dry. It needs information even
more than food. Marches on its
head. Which, no doubt, is why
the Imperial High Command has
so many flat-heads.

He chuckled. Bad as it was,
the joke strengthened him. And
he was going to need strength.

“Will you let me see?” asked
Temulak in a small, broken
voice.

“I will deprive you no longer
of my beauty,” said Flandry. He
unhooded the rufous head and
drew his wax plugs from the
nose. Temulak blinked dazedly
into smoke and one dull light.
Flandry uncoupled the machines
which had kept him alive. “You’ll
remain our guest, of course,” he
said. “If it turns out you pre-
varicated, back you go in the
dark closet.”

Temulak bristled. His teeth
snapped together, missing the
man’s arm by a centimeter.

“Naughty!” Flandry stepped
back. “For that, you can stay
tied up a while.”

Temulak snarled from the
cot: “You gray-skinned hairless
worm, if you think your wvalku-
za’s tricks will save you from
the Black People—I myself will
rip out your gullet and strangle
you with your own bowels!”

“And foreclose my mortgage,”
said Flandry. He went out, clos-
ing the door behind him.

Bryce and Kit started. They
had fallen asleep in their chairs.
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The hunter rubbed his eyes.
“God o’ the galaxy, you been at
it a long time!” he exclaimed.

“Here.” Flandry tossed him
the tape spool. “This has to
reach Admiral Walton’s fleet. It’s
necessary, if not quite sufficient,
for your liberation. Can do?”

“The enemy would pick up
radio,” said Bryce doubtfully.
“We still got a few spaceships
hid, but Kit’s was the fastest.
An’ since then, too, the wolf
space guard’s been tightened till
it creaks.”

Flandry sighed. “I was afraid
of that.” He scribbled on a sheet
of paper. “Here’s a rough map
to show you where my personal
flitter is. D’you know this tune ?”
He whistled. “No? That proves
you've a clean mind. Well, learn
it.” He rehearsed the Vixenite
till he was satisfied. “Good. Ap-
proach the flitter whistling that,
and Chives won’t shoot you
without investigation. Give him
this note. It says for him to take
the tape to Walton. If anything
can run that blockade without
collecting a missile, it’s Chives
in the Hooligan.”

Kit  suppressed a
“But then you,
escape—"

Flandry shrugged. “I'm much
too tired to care about aught ex-
cept a nice soft bed.”

asp.
Dominic—no

Bryce, sticking the spool
under his tunic, grinned:
“Whose ?”

Kit stood as if struck.
Flandry nodded slightly at
her. “That’s the way of it.” He
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glanced at his chrono. “Close to
local midnight. Shove off, Bryce,
Jad. But stop by and tell Dr.
Reineke to shift his apparatus
and the prisoner elsewhere. It's
alwayvs best to keep moving
around, when you're being
searched for. And nobody, ex-
cept the pill peddler and who-
ever helps him, is to know where
they stash Temulak next. All
clear?”

“Dominic—" Kit closed her
fists till the knuckles stood white.
She stared down at the floor, he
could only see her short bright
hair.

He said gently: “I have to
sleep or collapse, lass. I'll meet
vou at noon by the Rocket Foun-
tain. I think we’ve a few private
things to discuss.”

She turned and fled upstairs.

Flandry departed too. The
night sky was aflicker with
aurora; he thought he could
hear its ionic hiss in the city’s
blacked-out silence. Once he
scrambled to a rooftop and wait-
ed for an Ardazirho patrol to
go by. Wan blue light glimmered
off their metal and their teeth.

Judith made him welcome.
“T've been so worried, darlin™—”

He considered her a while.
Weariness dragged at him. But
she had put out a late supper,
with wine and a cold game bird,
as she knew he liked it; and her
hair glowed red by candlelight.
Sleep be damned, Flandry decid-
ed. He might be permanetly
asleep tomorrow.

He did nap for a few morning
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hours, and went out before noon.
Explorers’ Plaza had been a gay
scene once, where folk sat lei-
surely in the surrounding gar-
dens, sipping coffee and listening
to harp trees in the wind and
watching life stream past. Now
it was empty. The metal foun-
tain itself, in the form of an an-
cient space rocket, still jetted
many-colored heatless fires from
its tail; but they seemed pale
under the gloomy winter sky.

Flandry took out a cigaret, sat
down on the fountain rim and
waited. A few preliminary rain-
drops kissed his half-lifted face.

A military truck careened out
of a deserted street and ground
to a halt. Three Ardazirho leap-
ed from the cab. Kit was with
them. She pointed at Flandry.
Lightning blinked immediately
overhead, and sudden thunder
swamped her words. But the
tone was vindictive.

“Halt, human!”

It must have been the only
Anglic phrase any of the three
invaders knew. They bayed it
again as Flandry sprang to the
plaza. He ducked and began to
run, zigzagging.

No shots were fired. An Ar-
dazirho yelped glee and opened
the truck body. Wings snapped
leathery. Flandry threw a
glance behind. A score of meter-
long snake bodies were stream-
ing upward from the truck. They
saw him, whistled and stooped.

Flandry ran. His heart began
to pump, the wildness of irra-
tional uncontrollable terror. The
batsnakes reached him. He
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heard teeth click together behind
his nape. A lean body coiled on
his right arm. He jerked the
limb up, frantic. Wings resisted
him. Fangs needled into his
flesh. The rest of the pack whirl-
ed and dove and whipped him
with their tails.

He started to run again. The
three Ardazirho followed, long
bounds which took them over the
ground faster than a man could
speed. They howled, and there
was laughter in their howling.
The street was empty, resound-
ing under boots. Shuttered win-
dows looked down without see-
ing. Doors were closed and
locked.

Flandry stopped. He spun
around. His right arm was still
cumbered. The left dove be-
neath his tunic. His needler came
out. He aimed at the nearest of
the laughing ruddy devils. A
batsnake threw itself on his gun
hand. It bit with trained preci-
sion, into the fingers. Flandry
let the weapon fall. He snatched
after the snake—to wring just
one of their damned necks—!

It writhed free. Its reptile-
like jaws grinned at him. Then
the Ardazirho closed in.

CHAPTER 12

OST of the year, Vixen’s

northern half was simply
desert, swamp, or prairie, where
a quick vegetative life sprang up
and animals that had been esti-
vating crept from their bur-
rows. The arctic even knew
snow, when winter-long night
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had fallen. But in summer the
snows melted to wild rivers, the
rivers overflowed and became
lakes, the lakes baked dry.
Storms raged about the equator
and into the southern hemis-
phere, as water precipitated
again in cooler parts. Except for
small seas dreary amidst salt
flats, the north blistered arid.
Fires broke loose, the pampas
became barren again in a few
red days. Under such erosive
conditions, this land had no
mountains. Most of it was
plain, where dust and ash scour-
ed on a furnace wind. In some
places rose gnarled ranges, life-
less hills, twisted crags, arroyos
carved by flash floods into huge
earth scars.

The Ardazirho had established
their headquarters in such a
region, a little below the arctic
circle. Thousands of lethal kilo-
meters made it safe from hu-
man ground attack; the broken
country was camouflage and pro-
tection from spaceships. Not
that they tried to conceal their
fortress absolutely. That would
have been impossible. But it bur-
rowed deep into the range and
offered few specific targets.

Here and there Flandry saw
a warship sitting insolently in
the open, a missile emplacement,
a detector station, a ‘lookout
tower black and lean against the
blinding sky. Outer walls twist-
ed through gullies and over
naked ridges; Ardazirho sen-
tries paced them, untroubled by
dry cruel heat, blue-white hell-
glare, pouring ultraviolet radia-
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tion. But mostly, the fortress
went inside the hills, long vault-
ed tunnels where boots clashed
and voices echoed from room to
den-like room. Construction had
followed standard dig-in meth-
ods: prodigal use of atomic
energy to fuse the living rock
into desired patterns, then swift
robotic installation of the neces-
sary mechanisms. But the layout
was rougher, more tortuous, less
private, than man or Merseian
would have liked. The ancestral
Ardazirho had laired in caves
and hunted in packs.

Flandry was hustled into a
small room equipped as a lab-
oratory. A pair of warriors
clamped him in place. A grizzled
technician began to prepare in-
struments.

Often, in the next day or two,
Flandry screamed. He couldn’t
help it. Electronic learning
should not go that fast. But fi-
nally, sick and shaking, he could
growl the Urdahu language. In-
deed, he thought, the Ardazirho
had been thoroughly briefed.
They understood the human
nervous system so well that they
could stamp a new linguistic pat-
tern on it in mere hours, and
not drive the owner insane.

Not quite.

Flandry was led down endless
booming halls. Their brilliant
bluish fluorescence hurt his
eyes, he must needs squint. Even
so, he watched what passed. It
might be a truckload of ammu-
nition, driven at crazy speed by
a warrior who yelped curses at

110

foot traffic. Or it might be a
roomful of naked red-furred
shapes: sprawled in snarling,
quarrelsome fellowship; gam-
bling with tetrahedral dice for
stakes up to a year’s slavery;
watching a wrestling match
which employed teeth and nails;
testing nerve by standing up in
turn against a wall while the
rest threw axes. Or it might be
a sort of chapel, where a single
scarred fighter wallowed in pun-
gent leaves before a great
burning wheel. Or it might be
a mess hall and a troop lying on
fur rugs, bolting raw meat and
howling in chorus with one whe
danced on a monstrous drum-
head.

The man came at last to an
office. This was also an artificial
cave, thick straw on the floor,
gloom in the corners, a thin
stream of water running down
a groove in one wall. A big Ar-
dazirho lay prone on a hairy
dais, lifted on both elbows to a
slanting desktop. He wore only
a skirt of leather strips, a crook-
ed knife and a very modern
blaster. But the telescreen and
intercom before him were also
new, and Flandry's guards
touched their black noses in his
presence.

“Go,” he said in the Urdahu.
“Wait outside.” The guards
obeyed. He nodded at Flandry.
“Be seated, if you wish.”

The human lowered himself.
He was still weak from what he
had undergone, filthy, ill-fed,
and ragged. Automatically he
smoothed back his hair, and
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thanked human laziness for its
invention of long-lasting anti-
beard enzyme. He needed such
morale factors.

His aching muscles grew
tight. Things were in motion
again.

“I am Svantozik of the Jan-
neer Ya,” said the rough voice.
“I am told that you are Captain
Dominic Flandry of Terran
Naval Intelligence. You may con-
sider my status approximately
the same.”

“As one colleague to anoth-
er,” husked Flandry, “will you
give me a drink?”

“By all means.” Svantozik
gestured to the artesian stream
for Flandry’s benefit.

Flandry threw him a vre-
proachful look, but needed other
things too badly to elaborate. “It
would be a kindly deed, and one
meriting my gratitude, if you
provided me at once with dark
lenses and cigarets.” The last
word was perforce Anglic. He
managed a grin. “Later I will
tell you what further courtesies
ought to be customary.”

Svantozik barked laughter. “I
expected your eyes would suf-
fer,” he said. “Here.” He reach-
ed in the desk and tossed over a
pair of green polarite goggles,
doubtless taken off a Vixenite
casualty. Flandry put them on
and whistled relief. “Tobacco is
forbidden,” added Svantozik.
“Only a species with half-dead
scent organs could endure it.”

“Oh, well. There was no harm
in asking.” Flandry hugged his
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knees and leaned back against
the cave wall.

“None. Now, I wish to con-
gratulate you on your daring ex-
ploits.” Svantozik’s smile looked
alarming enough, but it seemed
friendly. “We searched for your
vessel, but it must have escaped
the planet.”

“Thanks,” said Flandry, quite
sincerely. “I was afraid you
would have gotten there in time
to blast it.” He cocked his head.
“See here, my friend, when deal-
ing with my species, it is usual-
ly better to discourage them.
You should have claimed you had
caught my boat before it could
escape, manufacturing false evi-
dence if necessary to convince
me. That would make me much
more liable to yield my will to
yours.”

“Oh, indeed?”  Svantozik
pricked up his ears. “Now among
the Black People, the effect
would be just opposite. Good
news tends to relax us, make us
grateful and amenable to its
bearer. Bad tidings raise the
quotient of defiance.”

“Well, of course it is not that
simple,” said Flandry. “In
breaking down the resistance of
a man, the commonest technique
is to chivvy him for a protracted
time, and then halt the process,
speak kindly to him—preferably,
get someone else to do that.”

“Ah.” Svantozik drooped lids
over his cold eyes. “Are you not
being unwise in telling me this
—if it is true?”

“It is textbook truth,” said
Flandry, “as I am sure whatever
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race has instructed you in the
facts about Terra’s Empire will
confirm. I am revealing no se-
cret. But as you must be aware,
textbooks have little value in
practical matters. There is al-
ways the subtlety of the indi-
vidual, which eludes anything
except direct intuition based on
wide, intimate experience. And
you, being nonhuman, cannot
ever have such an experience of
men.” -

“True.” The long head nod-
ded. “In fact, I remember now
reading somewhat of the human
trait you mention . . . but there
was so much else to learn, prior
to the Great Hunt we are now
on, that it had slipped my mem-
ory. So you tantalize me with a
fact I could use—if I were on
your side!” A sudden deep
chuckle cracked in the ruffed
throat. “I like you, Captain, the
Sky Cave eat me if I do not.”

Flandry smiled back. “We
could have fun. But what are
your intentions toward me
now ?”

“To learn what I can. For ex-
ample, whether or not you were
concerned in the murder of four
warriors in Garth and the ab-
duction of a fifth, not long ago.
The informant who led us to you
has used hysterics—real or sim-
ulated—to escape detailed ques-
tioning so far. Since the
captured Ardazirho was a Clan-
master, and therefore possessed
of valuable information, I sus-
pect you had a hand in this.”

“I swear upon the Golden Ass
of Apuleius I did not.”
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“What is that?”

“One of our most revered
books.”

“‘The Powers only hunt at
night,” ” quoted Svantozik. “In
other words, oaths are cheap. I
personally do not wish to hurt
you unduly, being skeptical of
the value of torture anyhow.
And I know that officers like you
are immunized to the so-called
truth sera. Therefore, recondi-
tioning would be necessary: a
long, tedious process, the an-
swers stale when finally you
wanted to give them, and you of
little further value to us or your-
self.” He shrugged. “But I am
going back to Ardazir before
long, to report and await reas-
signment. I know who will suc-
ceed me here: an officer quite
anxious to practice some of the
techniques which we have been
told are effective on Terrans. I
recommend you cooperate with
me instead.”

This must be ome of their
crack field operatives, thought
Flandry, growing cold. He did
the basic Intelligence work on
Vizen. Now, with Vixen in hand,
he'll be sent to do the same job
when the next Terran planet is
attacked. Which will be soon!

Flandry slumped. “Very well,”
he said in a dull tone. “I cap-
tured Temulak.”

“Ha!” Svantozik crouched all-
fours on the dais. The fur stood
up along his spine, the iron-col-
ored eyes burned. “Where is he
now ?”

“I do not know. As a precau-
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tion, I had him moved elsewhere,
and did not inquire the place.”

“Wise.” Svantozik relaxed.
“What did you get from him?”

“Nothing. He did not crack.”

Svantozik stared at Flandry.
“I doubt that,” he said. “Not
that I scorn Temulak—a brave
one—but you are an extraordi-
nary specimen of a civilization
older and more learned than
mine. It would be strange if you
had not—"

Flandry sat up straight.
His laughter barked harsh.
“Extraordinary?” he cried bit-
terly. “I suppose so . . . the way
I allowed myself to be caught
like a cub!”

“ ‘No ground is free of possi-
ble pits,” ” murmured Svantozik.
He brooded a while. Presently:
“Why did the female betray
you? She went to our headquar-
ters, declared you were a Terran
agent, and led our warriors to
your meeting place. What had
she to gain?”

“I don’t know,” groaned Flan-
dry. “What difference does it
make? She is wholly yours now,
you know. The very fact she aid-
ed you once gives you the power
to make her do it again—Ilest you
denounce her to her own peo-
ple.” Svantozik nodded, grin-
ning. “What do her original mo-
tives matter?” The man sagged
back and picked at the straw.

“I am interested,” said Svan-
tozik. “Perhaps the same process
may work again, on other hu-
mans.”

“No.” Flandry shook his head
in a stunned way. “This was per-
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sonal. I suppose she thought I
had betrayed her first— Why am
I telling you this?”

“I have been informed that
you Terrans often have strong
feelings about individuals of the
opposite sex,” said Svantozik. “I
was told it will occasionally drive
you to desperate, meaningless
acts.”

Flandry passed a tired hand
across his brow. “Forget it,” he
mumbled. “Just be kind to her.
You can do that much, can you
not ?”

“As a matter of fact—"
Svantozik broke off. He sat for
a moment, staring at emptiness.

“Great umborn planets!” he
whispered.

“What?” Flandry didn’t look
up.
“No matter,” said Svantozik
hastily. “Ah, am I right in as-
suming there was a reciprocal
affection on your part?”

“It is no concern of yours!”
Flandry sat up and shouted it.
“I will hear no more! Say what
else you will, but keep your filthy
snout out of my own life!”

“So,” breathed Svantozik.
“Yes-s-s-s . . . Well, then, let us
discuss other things.”

He hammered at Flandry a
while, not with quite the ruth-
lessness the human had shown
Temulak. Indeed, he revealed a
kind of chivalry: there was re-
spect, fellow feeling, even an
acrid liking in him for this man
whose soul he hunted. Once or
twice Flandry managed to divert
the conversation—they spoke
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briefly of alcoholic drinks and
riding animals; they traded
some improper jokes, similar in
both cultures.

Nevertheless, Svantozik hunt-
ed. It was a rough few hours.

At last Flandry was taken
away. He was too worn to notice
very much, but the route did
seem devious. He was finally
pushed into a room, not unlike
Svantozik’s office, save that it
had human-type furniture and
illumination. The door clashed
behind him.

Kit stood waiting.

CHAPTER 13

OR a moment he thought she

would scream. Then, very
quickly, her eyes closed. She
opened them again. They re-
mained dry, as if all her tears
had been spent. She took a step
toward him.

“Oh, God, Kit,” he croaked.

Her arms closed about his
neck. He held her to him. His
own gaze flickered around the
room, until it found a small hu-
man-made box with a few con-
trols which he recognized. He
nodded to himself, ever so faint-
ly, and drew an uneven breath.
But he was still uncertain.

“Dominic, darlin’—” Kit’s
mouth sought his.

He stumbled to the bunk, sat
down and covered his face.
“Don’t,” he whispered. “I can’t
take much more.”

The girl sat down beside him.
She laid her head on his shoul-
der. He felt how she trembled.
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But the words came in glorious
anti-climax: “That debuggin’
unit is perfectly good, Dominie.”

He wanted to lean back and
shout with sudden uproarious
mirth. He wanted to kick his
heels and thumb his nose and
turn handsprings across the cell.
But he held himself in, letting
only a rip of laughter come from
lips which he hid against her
cheek.

He had more than half expect-
ed Svantozik to provide a bug-
scrambler. Only with the sure
knowledge that any listening de-
vices were being negated by
electronic and sound-wave inter-
ference, would even a cadet of
Intelligence relax and speak
freely. He suspected, though,
that a hidden lens was convey-
ing a silent image. They could
talk, but both of them must con-
tinue to pantomime.

“How’s it been, Kit?” he ask-
ed. “Rough?”

She nodded, not play-acting
her misery at all. “But I baven’t
had to give any names,” she
gulped. “Not yet.”

“Let’s hope you don’t,” said
Flandry.

He had told her in the hurri-
cane cellar—how many centuries
ago?— “This is picayune stuff.
I'm not doing what any compe-
tent undercover agent couldn’t:
what a score of Walton’s men
will be trying as soon as they
can be smuggled here. I've some-
thing crazier im mind. Quite

likely it'll kill us, but then again

it might strike a blow worth
whole fleets. Are you game, kid?
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It means the risk of death, or
torture, or lifelong slavery on a
foreign planet. What you'll find
worst, though, is the risk of hav-
ing to sell out your own com-
rades, name them to the enemy,
s0 he will keep confidence in you.
Are you brave enough to sacri-
fice twenty lives for a world? I
believe you are—but it’s as cruel
a thing as I could ask of any
living creature.”

“They brought me straight
here,” said Kit, holding him. “I
don’t think they know quite
what to make o’ me. A few min-
utes ago, one o’ them came hot-
footin’ here with the scrambler
an’ orders for me to treat you
—” a slow flush went over her
face—“kindly. To get informa-
tion from you, if I could, by any
means that seemed usable.”

Flandry waved a fist in melo-
dramatic despair, while out of a
contorted face his tone came
levelly: “I expected something
like this. I led Svantozik, the
local snooper-in-chief, to think
that gentle treatment from one
of my own species, after a hard
grilling from him, might break
me down. Especially if you were
the one in question. Svantozik
isn’t stupid at all, but he’s deal-
ing with an alien race, us, whose
psychology he knows mainly
from sketchy second-hand ac-
counts. I’ve an advantage: the
Ardazirho are new to me, but
I've spent a lifetime dealing with
all shapes and sizes of other spe-
cies. Already I see what the Ar-
dazirho have in common with

A HANDFUL OF STARS

several peoples whom I horn-
swoggled in the past.”

The girl bit her lip to hold it
steady. She looked around the
stone-walled room, and he knew
she thought of kilometers of
tunnel, ramparts and guns,
wolfish hunters, and the desert
beyond where men could not
live. Her words fell thin and
frightened: “What are we goin’
to do now, Dominic? You never
told me what you planned.”

“Because I didn’t know,” he
replied. “Once here, I'd have to
play by ear. Fortunately, my
confidence in my own ability to
land on my feet approaches pure
conceit, or would if I had any
faults. We're not doing badly,
Kit. I've learned their principal
language, and you've been smug-
gled into their ranks.”

“They don’t trust me yet.”

“No. I didn’t expect they
would—very much . . . But let’s
carry on our visual performance.
I wouldn’t flipflop over to the
enemy side just because you're
here, Kit; but I am badly shak-
en, I lose discretion and ordinary
carefulness. Svantozik will ac-
cept that.”

He gathered her back to him.
She responded hungrily. He felt
so much of himself return to his
abused being, that his brain be-
gan to spark, throwing up
schemes and inspecting them,
discarding them and generating
new ones, like a pyrotechnic dis-
play, like merry hell.

He said at last, while she
quivered on his lap: “I think I
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have a notion. We’ll have to play
things as they lie, and pre-ar-
range a few signals, but here’s
what we’ll try for.” He felt her
stiffen in his embrace. “Why,
what’s the matter?”

She asked, low and bitter:
“Were you thinkin’ o’ your work
all the time—just now?”

“Not that alone.” He permit-
ted himself the briefest grin.
“Or, rather, I enjoyed my work
immensely.”

“But still— Oh, never mind.
Go on.” She slumped.

Flandry scowled. But he dared
not stop for side issues. He said:
“Tell Svantozik, or whoever
deals with you, that you played
remorseful in my presence, but
actually you hate my inwards,
and my outwards too, because—
uh—"

“Judith!” she snarled.

He had the grace to blush. “I
suppose that’s as plausible a
reason as any, at least in Arda-
zirho eyes.”

“Or human. If you knew how
close I was to— No. Go on.”

“Well, tell the enemy that you
told me you’d betrayed me in a
fit of pique, and now you regret-
ted it. And I, being wildly in
love with you—which again is
highly believable—” She gave
his predictable gallantry no re-
sponse whatsoever. “I told you
there was a possible escape for
you. I said this: The Ardazirho
are under the impression that
Ymir is behind them. Actually,
Ymir leans toward Terra, since
we are more peace-minded and
therefore less troublesome. The
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Ymirites are willing to help us
in small ways; we keep this fact
secret because now and then it
saves us in emergencies. If I
could only set a spaceship’s sig-
nal to a certain recognition pat-
tern, you could try to steal that
ship. The Ardazirho would as-
sume you headed for Walton’s
fleet, and line out after you in
that direction. So you could give
them the slip, reach Ogre, trans-
mit the signal pattern, and re-
quest transportation to safety in
a force-bubble ship.”

Her eyes stretched wide with
terror. “But if Svantozik hears
that—an’ ’tisn’t true—"

“He won’t know it’s false till
he’s tried, will he?” answered
Flandry cheerfully. “If I lied, it
isn’t your fault. In fact, since
you hastened to tattle, even
about what looked like an escape
for you, it’ll convince him you’re
a firm collaborationist.”

“But—no, Dominie. 'Tis ... I
don’t dare—"

“Don’t hand me that, Kit.
You’re one girl in ten to the
tenth, and there’s nothing you
won’t dare.”

Then she did begin to sob.

After she had gone, Flandry
spent a much less happy time
waiting. He could stiil only guess
how his enemy would react: an
experienced human would prob-
ably not be deceived, and Svan-
tozik’s ignorance of human psy-
chology might not be as deep as
hoped. Flandry swore and tried
to rest. The weariness of the
past days was gray upon him.
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When his cell door opened, he
sprang up with a jerkiness that
told him how thin his nerves
were worn.

Svantozik stood there, four
guards poised behind. The Arda-
zirho officer flashed teeth in a
grin. “Good hunting, Captain,”
he greeted. “Is your den com-
fortable?”

“It will do,” said Flandry,
“until I can get one provided
with a box of cigars, a bottle of
whiskey, and a female.”

“The female, at least, I tried
to furnish,” riposted Svantozik.

Flandry added in his suavest
tone: “Oh, yes, I should also like
a rug of Ardazirho skin.”

One of the guards snarled.
Svantozik chuckled. “I too have
a favor to ask, Captain,” he said.
“My brothers in the engineering
division are interested in modi-
fying a few spaceships to make
them more readily usable by
humans. You understand how
such differences as the location
of the thumb, or that lumbar
conformation which makes it
more comfortable for us to lie
prone on the elbows than sit,
have influenced the design of our
control panels. A man would
have trouble steering an Arda-
zirho craft. Yet necessarily, in
the course of time, if the Great
Hunt succeeds and we acquire
human subjects—we will find
occasion for some of them to
pilot some of our vehicles. The
Kittredge female, for example,
could profitably have a ship of
her own, since we anticipate use-
fulness in her as a go-between
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among us and the human colo-
nists here. If you would help her
—simply in checking over one of
our craft, and drawing up sug-
gestions—"

Flandry grew rigid. “Why
should I help you at all?” he
said through clenched jaws.

Svantozik shrugged. “It is
very minor assistance. We could
do it ourselves. But it may pass
the time for you.” Wickedly: “I
am not at all sure that good
treatment, rather than abuse,
may not be the way to break
down a man. Also, Captain, if
you must have a rationalization,
think: here is a chance to exam-
ine one of our vessels close up.
If later, somehow, you escape,
your own service would be inter-
ested in what you saw.”

Flandry stood a moment, alto-
gether quiet. Thought lanced
through him: Kit told. Svantozik
naturally prefers me mnot to
know what she did tell. So he
makes up this story—offers me
what he hopes I'll think is a
God-sent opportunity to arrange
for Kit's escape—

He said aloud, urbanely. “You
are most kind, my friend of-
Janneer. But Miss Kittredge
and I could not feel at ease with
ugly guards like yours drooling
over our shoulders.” !

He got growls from two war-
riors that time. Svantozik hush-
ed them. “That is easily arrang-
ed,” he said. “The guards can
stay out of the control turret.”

“Excellent. Then, if you have
some human-made tools—"
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They went down hollow corri-
dors, past emplacements where
artillery slept like nested dino-
saurs, across the furious arctic
day, and so to a spaceship near
the outworks. Through goggles,
the man studied her fiercely
gleaming shape. About equiv-
alent to a Terran Comet class.
Fast, lightly armed, a normal
complement of fifteen or so, but
one could handle her if need be.

The naked hills beyond wav-
ered in heat. When he stepped
through the airlock, he felt dizzy
from that brief exposure.

Svantozik stopped at the tur-
ret  companionway. “Proceed,”
he invited cordially. “My war-
riors will wait here until you
wish to return—at which time
you and the female will come
dine with me and I shall provide
Terran delicacies.” Mirth cross-
ed his eyes. “Of course, the
engines have been temporarily
disconnected.”

“Of course,” bowed Flandry.

Kit met him as he shut the
turret door. Her fingers closed
cold on his arm. “Now what’ll
we do?” she gasped.

“Easy, lass.” He disengaged
her. “I don’t see a bugserambler
here.” Remember, Svantozik
thinks I think you are still loyal
to me. Play it, Kit, don’t forget,
or we're both done! “There
are four surly-looking guards
slouched below,” he said. “I
don’t imagine Svantozik will
waste his own valuable time in
their company. A direct bug to
the office of someone who knows
Anglic is more efficient. Consid-
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er me making obscene gestures
at you, O great unseen audience.
But is anyone else aboard, d’you
know ?”

“Nino—" Her eyes asked him,
through fear: Have you forgot-
ten? Are you alerting them to
your plan? i

Flandry wandered past the
navigation table to the main
radio transceiver. “I don’t want
to risk someone getting offi-
cious,” he murmured. “You see,
I'd first like a peek at their com-
munication system. It’s the eas-
iest thing to modify, if any
alterations are needed. And it
could look bad, unseen audience,
if we were surprised at what is
really a harmless inspection.” I
trust, he thought with a devil’s
inward laughter, that they don’t
know I know they know I'm ac-
tually supposed to install a pass-
word circuit for Kit.

It was the sort of web he
loved. But he remembered, as a
cold tautening, that a bullet was
still the uiltimate simplicity
which clove all webs. He would
have to be careful.

He took the cover off and be-
gan probing. He could not simply
have given Kit the frequencies
and wave shapes in a recognition
signal: because Ardazirho equip-
ment would not be built just like
Terran, nor calibrated in metric
units. He must examine an ac-
tual set, dismantle parts, test
them with oscilloscope and stat-
ic meters—and, surreptitiously,
modify it so that the required
pattern would be emitted when
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a single hidden circuit was
closed.

She watched him, as she
should if she expected him to
believe this was her means of
escape. And doubtless the Arda-
zirho spy watched too, over a
bugscreen. When Flandry’s job
was done, it would be Svantozik
who took this ship to Ogre, gen-
erated the signal, and saw what
happened.

Because the question of whose
side the Ymirite Dispersal truly
was on, overrode everything
else. If Flandry had spoken
truth to Kit, the lords of Urdahu
must be told without an instant’s
pause.

The man proceeded, making
up a pattern as he went and
thinking wistfully how nice it
would be if Ymir really did
favor Terra. Half an hour later
he resealed the unit. Then he
spent another hour ostentatious-
ly strolling around the turret ex-
amining all controls.

“Well,” he said at last, “we
might as well go home, Kit.”

He saw the color leave her
face. She knew what that sen-
tence meant. But she nodded.
“Let’s,” she whispered.

Flandry bowed her through
the door. As she came down the
companionway, the guards at its
base got up. Their weapons
aimed past her, covering Flan-
dry, who strolled with a tigerish
leisure.

Kit pushed through the line of
guards. Flandry, still on the
companionway, snatched at his
pocket. The four guns leaped to
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focus on him. He laughed and
raised empty hands. “I only
wanted to scratch an itch,” he
called.

Kit slipped a knife from the
harness of one guard and stab-
bed him in the ribs.

Flandry dove into the air. A
bolt crashed past him, scorching
his tunic. He struck the deck
with flexed knees and bounced.
Kit had already snatched the
rifle from the yelling warrior
she had wounded. It thundered
in her hands, point-blank. An-
other Ardazirho dropped. Flan-
dry knocked aside the gun of a
third. The fourth enemy had
whipped around toward Kit. His
back was to Flandry. The man
raised the blade of his hand and
brought it down again, chop te
the skull-base. He heard neck-
bones splinter. The third guard
sprang back, seeking room to
shoot. Kit blasted him open. The
first one, stabbed, on his knees,.
reached for a dropped rifle.
Flandry kicked him in the
larynx.

“Starboard lifeboat!” he rasp-
ed.

He clattered back into the tur-
ret. If the Ardazirho watcher
had left the bugscreen by now,
he had a few minutes’ grace.
Otherwise, a nuclear shell would
probably write his private
doomsday. He snatched up the
navigator’s manual and sprang
out again.

Kit was already in the life-
boat. Its small engine purred.
warming up. Flandry plunged
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through the lock, dogged it be-
hind- him. “I’ll fly,” he panted.
“I’'m more used to non-Terran
panels. You see if you can find
some bailing-out equipment.
We'll need it.”

Where the devil was the re-
lease switch? The bugwatcher
had evidently quit in time, but
any moment now he would start
to wonder why Flandry & Party
weren’t yet out of the space-
ship—

There! He slapped down a
lever. A hull panel opened. Harsh
sunlight poured through the
boat’s viewscreen. Flandry
glanced over its controls. Basic-
ally like those he had just
studied. He touched the Escape
button. The engine yelled. The
boat sprang from its mother
ship, into the sky.

Flandry aimed southward. He
saw the fortress whirl dizzily
away, fall below the horizon.
And still no pursuit, not even a
homing missile. They must be
too dumbfounded. It wouldn’t
last, of course . .. He threw back
his head and howled out all his
bottled-up laughter, great gusts
of it to fill the cabin and echo
over the scream of split atmor-
phere.

“What are you doin’?” Kit’s
voice came faint and frantic.
“We can’t escape this way. Head
spaceward before they overhaul
us!”

Flandry wiped his eyes. “Ex-
cuse me,” he said. “I was laugh-
ing while I could.” Soberly:
“With the blockade, and a slow
vessel never designed for human
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steering, we’d not climb 10,000
kilometers before they nailed us.
What we’re going to do is bail
out and let the boat continue on
automatic. With luck, they’ll
pursue it so far before catching
up that they’ll have no prayer of
backtracking us. With still more
luck, they’ll blow the boat up
and assume we were destroyed
too.”

“Bail out?” Kit looked down
at a land of stones and blowing
ash. The sky above was like
molten steel. “Into that?” she
whispered.

“If they do realize we jump-
ed,” said Flandry, “I trust
they’ll figure we perished in the
desert. A natural conclusion,
I'm sure, since our legs aren’t so
articulated that we can wear
Ardazirho spacesuits.” He grew
grimmer than she had known
him before. “I’ve had to impro-
vise all along the way. Quite
probably I've made mistakes,
Kit, which will cost us a painful
death. But if so, I'm hoping we
won’t die for naught.”

CHAPTER 14

VEN riding a grav repulsor

down, Flandry felt how the
air smote him with heat. When
he struck the ground and rolled
over, it burned his skin.

He climbed up, already ill.
Through his goggles, he saw Kit
rise. Dust veiled her, blown on
a furnace wind. The desert
reached in withered soil and
bony crags for a few kilometers
beyond her, then the heat-haze
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swallowed vision. The northern
horizon seemed incandescent, im-
possible to look at.

Thunder banged in the wake
of the abandoned lifeboat. Flan-
dry stumbled toward the girl.
She leaned on him. “I’'m sorry,”
she said. “I think I twisted an
ankle.”

“And scorched it, too, I see.
Come on lass, not far now.”

They groped over tumbled
gray Dboulders. The weather
monitor tower rippled before
their eyes, like a skeleton seen
through water. The wind blasted
and whined. Flandry felt his
skin prickle with ultraviolet and
bake dry as he walked. The heat
began to penetrate his bootsoles.

They were almost at the sta-
tion when a whistle cut through
the air. Flandry lifted aching
eyes. Four torpedo shapes went
overhead, slashing from horizon
to horizon in seconds. The Arda-
zirho, in pursuit of an empty
lifeboat. If they had seen the hu-
mans below—No. They were
gone. Flandry tried to grin, but
it split his lips too hurtfully.

The station’s equipment hud-
dled in a concrete shack beneath
the radio transmitter tower. The
shade, when they had staggered
through the door, was like all
hopes of heaven. Flandry un-
corked a water bottle. That was
all he had dared take, out of the
spaceboat supplies; alien food
was liable to have incompatible
proteins. His throat was too
much like a mummy’s to tdlk,
but he offered Kit the flask and

A HANDFUL OF STARS

she gulped thirstily. When he
had also swigged, he felt a little
better.

“Get to work, wench,” he said.
“Isn’t it lucky you're in Vixen's
weather engineering depart-
ment, so you knew where to find
a station and what to do when
we got there?”

“Go on,” she tried to laugh.
It was a rattling in her mouth.
“You built your idea aroun’ the
fact. Let’s see, now, they keep
tools in a-locker at every unit—"
She stopped. The shadow in this
hut was so deep, against the
fury seen through one little win-
dow, that she was almost invisi-
ble to him. “I can tinker with the
sender, easily enough,” she said.
Slow terror rose in her voice.
“Sure, I can make it ’cast your

message, 'stead o’ telemeterin’
weather data. But ... I just now
get to thinkin’ . .. s’pose an Ar-

dazirho reads it? Or s’pose no-
body does? I don’t know if my
service is even bein’ manned
now. We could wait here, an’
wait, an’™—”

“Easy.” Flandry came behind
her, laid his hands on her shoul-
ders and squeezed. “Anything’s
possible. But I think the chances
favor us. The Ardazirho can
hardly spare personnel for some-
thing so routine and, to them,
unimportant, as weather adjust-
ment. At the same time, the hu-
man engineers are very probably
still on the job. Humanity al-
ways continues as much in the
old patterns as possible, people
report to their usual work, hell
may open but the city will keep
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every lawn mowed . . . Our real
gamble is that whoever spots our
call will have the brains, and the
courage and loyalty, to act on
) S

She leaned against him a mo-
ment. “An’ d’you think there’s a
way for us to be gotten out o’
here, under the enemy’s nose ?”

An obscure pain twinged in
his soul. “I know it’s unfair,
Kit,” he said. “I myself am a
hardened sinner and this is my
job and so on, but it isn’t right
to hazard all the fun and love
and accomplishment waiting for
you. It must be done, though. My
biggest hope was always to steal
a navigation manual. Don’t you
understand, it will tell us where
Ardazir lies!”

“I- know.” Her sigh was a
small sound almost lost in the
boom of dry hot wind beyond the
door. “We'd better start work.”

While she opened the trans-
mitter and cut out the meter
eircuits, Flandry recorded a
message: a simple plea to con-
tact Emil Bryce and arrange the
rescue from Station 938 of two
humans with vital material for
Admiral Walton. How that was
to be done, he had no clear idea
himself. A Vixenite aircraft
would have little chance of get-
ting this far north undetected
and undestroyed. A radio mes-
sage—no, too easily intercepted,
unless you had very special ap-
paratus—a courier to the fleet
—and if that was lost, another
and another—

When she had finished, Kit

122

reached for the second water
bottle. “Better not,” said Flan-
dry. “We've got a long wait.”

“I'm dehydrated,” she husked.

“Me too. But we've no salt;
heat stroke is a real threat.
Drinking as little as possible
will stretch our survival time.
Why the devil aren’t these places
air conditioned and stocked with
rations?”

“No need for it. They just get
routine inspection . . . at mid-
winter in these parts.” Kit sat
down on the one little bench.
Flandry joined her. She leaned
into the curve of his arm. A sav-
age gust trembled in the hut
walls, the window was briefly
blackened with flying grit.

“Is Ardazir like this?” she
wondered. “Then ’tis a real hell
for those devils to come from.”

“Oh, no,” answered Flandry.
“Temulak said their planet has
a same orbit. Doubtless it's
warmer . than Terra, on the
average, but we could stand the
temperature in most of its cli-
matic zones, I'm sure. A hot
star, emitting strongly in the
UV, would split water molecules
and kick the free hydrogen into
space before it could recombine.
The ozone layer would give some
protection to the hydrosphere,
but not quite enough. So Arda-
zir must be a good deal drier
than Terra, with seas rather
than oceans. At the same time,
judging from the muscular
strength of the natives, as well
as the fact they don’t mind Vix-
en’s air pressure, Ardazir must
be somewhat bigger. Surface
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gravity of one-point-five, maybe.
That would retain an atmos-
phere similar to ours, in spite
of the sun.”

He paused. Then: “They
aren’t fiends, Kit. They’re fight-
ers and hunters. Possibly they’ve
a little less built-in kindliness
than our species. But I'm not
even sure about that. We were
a rambunctious lot-too, a few
centuries ago. We may well be
again, when the Long Night has
come and it’s root, hog, or die.
As a matter of fact, the Arda-
zirho aren’'t even one people.
They're- a whole planetful of
races and cultures. The Urdahu
conquered the rest only a few
yvears ago. That’s why you see
all those different clothes on
them—concession to parochial-
ism, like an ancient Highland
regiment. And I'll give odds that
in spite of all their successes, the
Urdahu are not too well liked at
home. Theirs is a very new em-
pire, imposed by overwhelming
force; it could be split again, if
we used the right tools. I feel
almost sorry for them, Kit.
They’re the dupes of someone
else—and Lord, what a someone
that is! What a genius!”

He stopped, because the re-
lentless waterless heat had
shriveled his gullet. The girl
said, low and bitter: “Go on.
Sympathize with Ardazir an’ ad-
mire the artistry o’ this X who’s
behind it all. You're a profes-
sional too. But my kind o’ people
has to do the dyin’.”

“I’'m sorry.” He ruffled her
hair.
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“You still haven’t tol’ me
whether you think we’ll be res-
cued alive.”

“l don’t know.” He tensed
himself until he could add: “I
doubt it. I expect it'll take days,
and we can only hold out for
hours. But if the ship comes—
no, damn it, when the ship
comes !—that pilot book will be
here.”

“Thanks for bein’ honest,
Dominie,” she said. “Thanks for
everything.”

He kissed her, with enormous
gentleness.

After that they waited in si-
lence.

The sun sank. A short night
fell. It brought little relief, the
wind still scourging, the north-
ern sky still aflame. Kit tossed
in a feverish daze beside Flan-
dry. He himself could no longer
think very clearly. He had hazed
recollections of another white
night in high-latitude summer—
but that had been on Terra, on
a cool upland meadow of Nor-
way, and there had been another
blonde girl beside him—her llps
were like roses . . .

The whistling down the sky,
earthshaking thump of a reck-
lessly fast landing, feet that
hurried over blistering rock and
hands that hammered on the
door, scarcely reached through
the charred darkness of Flan-
dry’s mind. But when the door
crashed open and the wind blast-
ed in, he swam up through waves
of pain. And the thin face of
Chives waited to meet him.
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“Here, sir. Sit up. If I may
take the liberty—"

“You green devil,” croaked
Flandry out of nightmare, “I
ordered you to—"

“Yes, sir. I delivered your
tape. But after that, it seemed
advisable to slip back and stay
in touch with Mr. Bryce. Easy
there, sir, if you please. We can
run the blockade with little
trouble. Really, sir, did you think
natives could bar your own per-
sonal spacecraft? I shall prepare
medication for the young lady,
and tea is waiting in your state-
room.”

CHAPTER 15

EET Admiral Sir Thomas
Walton was a big man, with
gray hair and bleak faded eyes.
He seldom wore any of his dec-
orations, and visited Terra only
on business. No sculp, but genes
and war and unshed tears, when
he watched his men die and then
watched the Imperium dribble
away what they had gained, had
carved his face. Kit thought him
the handsomest man she had
ever met. But in her presence,
his tongue locked with the shy-
ness of an old bachelor. He call-
ed her Miss Kittredge, assigned
her a private cabin in his flag-
ship, and found excuses to avoid
the officers’ mess where she ate.
She was given no work, save
keeping out of the way. Lonely
young lieutenants buzzed about
her, doing their best to charm
and amuse. But Flandry was sel-
dom aboard the dreadnaught.
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The fleet orbited in darkness,
among keen sardonic stars. Lit-
tle could actively be done. Ogre
must be watched, where the
giant planet crouched an enigma.
The Ardazirho force did not
seek battle, but stayed close to
Vixen where ground support was
available and where captured
robofactories daily swelled its
strength. Now and then the Ter-
rans made forays. But Walton
hung back from a decisive test.
He could still win—if he used
his whole strength and if Ogre
stayed neutral. But Vixen, the
prize, would be a tomb.

Restless and unhappy, Wal-

ton’s men muttered in their
ships.
After three weeks, Captain

Flandry was summoned to the
admiral. He whistled relief. “Our
scout must have reported back,”
he said to his assistant. “Now
maybe they’ll take me off this
damned garbage detail.”

The trouble was, he alone had
been able to speak Urdahu. There
were a few hundred Ardazirho
prisoners, taken off disabled
craft by boarding parties. But
the officers had destroved all
navigational clues and died, with
the ghastly gallantry of precon-
ditioning. None of the enlisted
survivors knew Anglic, or coop-
erated with the Terran linguists.
Flandry had passed on his com-
mand of their prime tongue,
electronically; but not wishing
to risk his sanity again, he had
done it at the standard easy
pace. The rest of each day had
been spent interrogating—a cer-
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tain percentage of prisoners
were vulnerable to it in their
own language. Now, two oth-
er humans possessed Urdahu:
enough of a seedbed. But until
the first spies sent to Ardazir it-
self got back, Flandry had been
left on the grilling job. Sensible,
but exhausting and deadly dull.

He hopped eagerly into a grav
scooter and rode from the Intel-
ligence ship to the dreadnaught.
It was Nova class; its hull curv-
ed over him, monstrous as a
mountain, guns raking the
Milky Way. Otherwise he saw
only stars, the distant sun Ce-
rulia, the black nebula. Hard to
believe that hundreds of ships,
with the unchained atom in
their magazines, prowled for a
million kilometers around.

He entered the Nr. 7 lock and
strode quickly toward the flag
office. A scarlet cloak billowed
behind him; his tunic was pea-
cock blue, his trousers like snow,
tucked into half-boots of authen-
tic Cordovan leather. The angle
of his cap was an outrage to all
official dignity. He felt like a
boy released from school.

“Dominic!”

Flandry stopped.
whooped.

She ran down the corridor to
meet him, a small lonely figure
in brief Terran dress. Her hair
was still a gold helmet, but he
noted she was thinner. He put
hands on her shoulders and held
her at arm’s length. “The better
to see you with,” he laughed.
And then, soberly: “Tough?”

“Lonesome,” she said. “Emp-
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“Kit!” he

ty. Nothin’ to do but worry.”
She pulled away from him. “No,
darn it, I hate people who feel

sorry for themselves. I'm all
right, Dominic.” She looked
down at the deck and knuckled
one eye.

“Come on!” he said.

“Hmm? Dominie, where are
you goin’? I can’t—I mean—"

Flandry slapped her in the
most suitable place and hustled
her along the hall. “You're go-
ing to sit in on this! It’ll give
you something to hope for.
March!”

The guard outside Walton’s
door was shocked. “Sir, my or-
ders were to admit only you.”

“One side, junior.” Flandry
picked up the marine by the gun
belt and set him down a meter
away. “The young lady is my
portable expert on hypersquid-
geronics. Also, she’s pretty.” He
closed the door in the man’s
face.

Admiral Walton started be-
hind his desk. “What’s this,
Captain ?”

“I thought she could pour
beer for us,” burbled Flandry..

“I don’t—" began Kit help-
lessly. “I didn’t mean to—"

“Sit down.” Flandry pushed
her into a corner chair. “After
all, sir, we might need first-hand
information about Vixen.” His
eyes clashed with Walton’s. “I
think she’s earned a ringside
seat,” he added.

The admiral sat unmoving a
moment. Then his mouth crin-
kled. “You're incorrigible,” he
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said. “And spare me that stock
answer, ‘No, I'm Flandry.” Very
well, Miss Kittredge. You under-
stand this is under top security.
Captain Flandry, you know
Commander Sugimoto.”

Flandry shook hands with the
other Terran, who had been in
charge of the first sneak expe-
dition to Ardazir. They sat
down. Flandry started a ciga-
ret. “D’you find the place all
right?” he asked.

“No trouble,” said Sugimoto.
“Once you’d given me the cor-
relation between their astro-
nomical tables and ours, and ex-
plained the number system, it
was elementary. Their star’s not
in our own catalogues, because
it’s on the other side of that
dark nebula and there’s never
been any exploration that way.
So you've saved us maybe a year
of search. Incidentally, when
the war’s over the scientists will
be interested in the nebula. Seen
from the other side, it’s faintly
luminous: a proto-sun. No one
ever suspected that Population
One got that young right in Sol’s
own galactic neighborhood!
Must be a freak, though.”

Flandry stiffened. “What’s
the matter?” snapped Walton.

“Nothing, sir. Or maybe
something. I don’t know. Go on,
Commander.”

“No need to repeat in detail,”
said Walton. “You’ll see the full
report. Your overall picture of
Ardazirho conditions, gained
from your interrogations, is ac-
curate. The sun is an A4 dwarf
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—actually no more than a dozen
parsecs from here. The planet is
terrestroid, biggish, rather dry,
quite mountainous, three satel-
lites. From all indications—you
know the techniques, sneak
landings, long-range telescopic
spying, hidden cameras, random
samples—the Urdahu hegemony
is recent and none too stable.”

“One of our xenologists spot-
ted what he swore was a typical
rebellion,” said Sugimoto. “To
me, his films are merely a lot of
red hairy creatures in one kind
of clothes, firing with gunpow-
der weapons at a modern-looking
fortress where they wear differ-
ent clothes. The sound track
won’t mean a thing till your
boys translate for wus. But
the xenologist says there are

-enough other signs to prove it’s

the uprising of a backward tribe
against more civilized conquer-
ors.”

“A chance, then, to play them
off against each other,” nodded
Flandry. “Of course, before we
can hope to do that, Intelligence
must first gather a lot more in-
formation. Advertisement.”

“Have you anything to add,
Captain?” asked Walton. “Any-
thing you learned since your
last progress report?”

“No, sir,” said Flandry. “It
all hangs together pretty well.
Except, mnaturally, the main
question. The Urdahu couldn’t
have invented all the modern
paraphernalia that gave them
control of Ardazir. Not that
fast. They were still in the early
nuclear age, two decades ago.
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Somebody supplied them, taught
them, and sent them out a-con-
quering. Who?”

“Ymir,” said Walton flatly.
“Our problem is, are the Ymir-
ites working independently, or
as allies of Merseia?”

“Or at all?” murmured Flan-
dry.

“Hell and thunder! The Arda-
zirho ships and heavy equipment
have Ymirite lines. The gover-
nor of Ogre ties up half our
strength simply by refusing to
speak. A Jovian colonist tried to
murder you when you were on
an official mission, didn’t he?”

“The ships could be made that
way on purpose, to mislead us,”
said Flandry. “You know the
Ymirites are not a courteous
race; even if they were, what
difference would it make, since
we can’t investigate them in de-
tail? As for my little brush with
Horx—"

He stopped. “Commander,” he
said slowly, “I've learned there
are Jovoid planets in the system
of Ardazir. Is any of them colo-
nized ?”

“Not as far as I could tell,”
said Sugimoto. “Of course, with
that hot sun . . . I mean, we
wouldn’t colonize Ardazir, so
Ymir—”

“The sun doesn’t make a lot
of difference when atmosphere
gets that thick,” said Flandry.
“My own quizzing led me to be-
lieve there are no Ymirite colo-
nies anywhere in the region
overrun by Ardazir. Don’t you
think, if they had interests there
at all, they’d live there?”
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“Not necessarily.” Waltan's
fist struck the desk. “Every-
thing’s ‘not necessarily,”” he
growled, like a baited lion.
“We're fighting in a fog. If we
made an all-out attack anywhere,
we’d expose ourselves to possi-
ble Ymirite action. This fleet is
stronger than the Ardazirho
force around Vixen—but weak-
er than the entire fleet of the
whole Ardazirhe realm—yet if
we pulled in reinforcements

‘from Syrax, Merseia would gob-

ble up the Cluster! But we can’t
hang around here, forever,
either, waiting for somebody’s
next move! We've got to initiate
some action.” -

He stared at his big knobbly
hands. “We’ll send more spies to
Ardazir,” he rumbled. “Of
course some’ll get caught, and
then Ardazir will know we
know, and they’ll really exert
themselves against us . . . By
God, maybe the one thing to do
is smash them here at Vixen,
immediately, and then go
straight to Ardazir and hope
enough of our ships survive long
enough to sterilize the whole
hell-planet!”

Kit leaped to her feet. “No!”
she screamed.

Flandry forced her down
again. Walton looked at her
with eyes full of anguish. “I'm
sorry,” he mumbled. “I know it
would be the end of Vixen. I
don’t want to be a butcher at
Ardazir either . .. all their little
cubs, who never heard about
war— But what can I do?”
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“Wait,” said Flandry. “I have
a hunch.”

Silence fell, layer by layer,
until the cabin grew thick with
it. Finally Walton asked, most
softly: “What is it, Captain?”

Flandry stared past them all.
“Maybe nothing,” he said.
“Maybe much. An expression
some of the Ardazirho use: the
Sky Cave. It’s some kind of
black hole. Certain of their re-
ligions make it the entrance to
hell. Could it be—I remember
my friend Svantozik too. I sur-
prised him, and he let out an
oath which was not stock. Great
unborn planets. Svantozik ranks
high. He knows more than any
other Ardazirho we’ve met. It’s
little enough to go on, but . . .
can you spare me a flotilla, Ad-
miral?”

“Probably not,” said Walton.
“And it couldn’t sneak off. One
ship at a time, yes, we can get
that out secretly. But several—
The enemy would detect their
wake, notice which way they
were headed, and wonder. Or
wouldn’t that matter in this
case?”

“I’'m afraid it would.” Flan-
dry paused. “Well, sir, can you
lend me a few men? I’ll take my
own flitter. If I'm not back soon,
do whatever seems best.”

He didn’t want to go. It seem-
ed all too likely that the myth
was right and the Sky Cave led
to hell. But Walton sat watch-
ing Flandry who was one
of the last brave and wholly hon-
orable men in all Terra’s Em-
pire. And Kit watched him too.
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CHAPTER 16

E WOULD have departed at

once, but a stroke of luck
—about time, he thought un-
gratefully—made him decide to
wait another couple of days. He
spent them on the Hooligan, not
telling Kit he was still with the
fleet. If she knew he had leisure,
he would never catch up on some
badly needed sleep.

The fact was that the Arda-
zirho remained unaware that
any human knew their lan-
guage, except a few prisoners
and the late Dominic Flandry.
So they were sending all mes-
sages in clear. By now Walton
had agents on Vixen, working
with the underground, equipped
to communicate undetected with
his fleet. Enemy transmissions
were being monitored with
growing thoroughness. Flandry
remembered that Svantozik had
been about to leave, and re-
quested a special lookout for any
information on this subject. A
scanner was adjusted to spot
that name on a recording tape.
It did so; the contents of the
tape were immediately relayed
into space; and Flandry listened
with sharp interest to a play-
back.

It was a normal enough or-
der, relating to certain prepara-
tions. Mindhunter Svantozik of
the Janneer Ya was departing
for home as per command. He
would not risk being spotted and
traced back to Ardazir by some
Terran, so would employ only a
small ultra-fast flitter. (Flandry
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admired his nerve. Most humans
would have taken at least a
Meteor class boat.) The hour
and date of his departure were
given, in Urdahu terms.

“Rally ’round,” said Flandry.
The Hooligan glided into action.

He did not come near Vixen.
That was the risky business of
the liaison craft. He could pre-
dict the exact manner of Svan-
tozik’s takeoff: there was only
one logical way. The flitter
would be in the middle of a
squadron, which would roar
spaceward on a foray. At the
right time, Svantozik would give
his own little boat a powerful
jolt of primary drive; then, or-
biting with cold engines away
from the others, let distance ac-
cumulate. When he felt sure no
Terran had spied him, he would
go cautiously on gravs until well
clear—then switch over into sec-
ondary and exceed the velocity
of light. So small a craft, so far
away from Walton’s bases,
would not be detected: especial-
ly with enemy attention diverted
by the raiding squadron.

Unless, to be sure, the enemy
had planted himself out in that
region, with foreknowledge of
Svantozik’s goal and sensitive
pulsedetectors running wide
open.

When the alarm buzzed and
the needles began to waver,
Flandry allowed himself a yell.
“That’s our boy!” His finger
stabbed a button. The Hooligan
went into secondary with a wail
of abused converters. When the
viewscreens had steadied, Ce-
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rulia was visibly dimming to
stern. Ahead, outlined in dia-
mond constellations, the nebula
roiled ragged black. Flandry
stared at his instruments. “He’s
not as big as we are,” he said,
“but traveling like goosed light-
ning. Think we can overhaul
short of Ardazir?”

“Yes, sir,” said Chives. “In
this immediate volume of space,
which is dustier than average,
and at these pseudo-speeds, fric-
tion becomes significant. We are
more aerodynamic than he. I
estimate twenty hours. Now, if
I may be excused, I shall prepare
supper.”

“Uh-uh,” said Flandry em-
phatically. “Even if he isn’t
aware of us yet, he may try
evasive tactics on general prin-
ciples. An autopilot has a ran-
domizing predictor for such
cases, but no poetry.”

“Sir?” Chives raised the eye-
brows he didn’t have.

“No feel . . . intuition . . .
whatever you want to call it. -
Svantozik is an artist of Intelli-
gence. He may also be an artist
at the pilot panel. So are you,
little chum. You and I will stand
watch and watch here. I've as-
signed a hairy great CPO to
cook.”

“Sir!” bleated Chives.

Flandry winced. “I know.
Navy cuisine. The sacrifices we
unsung heroes make for Terra’s
cause—!”

He wandered aft to get ac-
quainted with his crew. Walton
had personally chosen a dozen
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for this mission: eight humans;
a Scothanian, nearly human-
looking but for the horns in his
yvellow hair; a pair of big four-
armed gray-furred shaggy-muz-
zled Gorzuni; a purple-and-blue
giant from Donarr, vaguely like
a gorilla torso centauroid on a
rhinoceros body. All had Terran
citizenship, all were career per-
sonnel, all hadr fought with
every weapon from ax to opera-
tions analyzer. They were as
good a crew as could be found
anywhere in the known galaxy.
And far down underneath, it
saddened Flandry that not one
of the humans, except himself,
came from Terra.

The hours passed. He ate,
napped, stood piloting tricks.
Eventually he was close upon the
Ardazirho boat, and ordered
combat armor all around. He
himself went into the turret
with Chives.

His quarry was a squat, ugly
shape, dark against the dis-
tant star-clouds. The viewscreen
showed a slim blast cannon and
a torpedo launcher heavier than
most boats that size would carry.
The missiles it sent must have
power enough to penetrate the
Hooligan’s potential = screens,
make contact, and vaporize the
target in a single nuclear burst.

Flandry touched a firing stud.
A tracer shell flashed out, draw-
ing a line of fire through Svan-
tozik’s boat. Or, rather, through
the space where shell and boat
coexisted with differing fre-
quencies. The conventional sig-
nal to halt was not obeyed.
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“Close in,” said Flandry. “Can
you phase us?”

“Yes, sir.” Chives danced lean
triple-jointed fingers over the
board. The Hooligan plunged like
a stooping osprey. She inter-
penetrated the enemy craft, so
that Flandry looked for a mo-
ment straight through its tur-
ret. He recognized Svantozik at
the controls, in person, and
laughed his delight. The Arda-
zirho slammed on pseudo-decel-
eration. A less skillful pilot
would have shot past him and
been a million kilometers away
before realizing what had hap-
pened. Flandry and Chives, act-
ing as one, matched the ma-
neuver. For a few minutes they
followed every twist and dodge.
Then, grimly, Svantozik con-
tinued in a straight line. The
Hooligan edged sideways until
she steered a parallel course,
twenty meters off.

Chives started the phase ad-
juster. There was an instant’s
sickness while the secondary
drive skipped through a thou-
sand separate frequency pat-
terns. Then its in-and-out-of-
space-time matched the enemy’s.
A mass detector informed the
robot, within microseconds, and
the adjuster stopped. A tractor
beam clamped fast to the other
hull’s sudden solidity. Svantozik
tried a different phasing, but
the Hooligan equaled him with-
out skipping a beat.

“Shall we lay alongside, sir?”
asked Chives.

“Better not,”
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“They might choose to blow
themselves up, and us with them.
Boarding tube.”

It coiled from the combat air-
lock to the other hull, fastened
leech-like  with  magnetronic
suckers, and clung. The Arda-
zirho energy cannon could not
be brought to bear at this angle.
A missile flashed from their
launcher. It was disintegrated
by a blast from the Hooligan’s
gun. The Donarrian, vast in his
armor, guided a “worm” through
the boarding tube to the oppo-
site hull. The machine’s energy
snout began to gnaw through
metal.

Flandry sensed, rather than
saw, the faint ripple which
marked a changeover into pri-
mary drive. He slammed down
his own switch. Both craft re-
verted simultaneously to intrin-
sic  sub-light velocity. The
difference of fifty kilometers per
second nearly ripped them
across. But the tractor beam
held, and so did the compensator
fields. They tumbled onward,
side by side.

“He’s hooked!” shouted Flan-
dry.

Still the prey might try a
stunt. He must remain with
Chives, parrying everything,
while his crew had the pleasure
of boarding. Flandry’s muscles
ached with the wish for personal
combat. Over the intercom now,
radio voices snapped: “The
worm’s pierced through, sir.
Our party entering the breach.
Four hostiles in battle armor op-
posing with mobile weapons—"
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Hell broke loose. Energy
beams flamed against indurated
steel. Explosive bullets burst,
sent men staggering, went in
screaming fragments through
bulkheads. The Terran -crew
plowed unmercifully into the
barrage, before it could break
down their armor. They closed
hand to hand with the Ardazir-
ho. It was not too uneven a
match in numbers: six to four,
for half Flandry’s crew must
man guns against possible mis-
siles. The Ardazirho were
physically a bit stronger than
humans. That counted little,
when fists beat on plate. But the
huge Gorzuni, the barbarically
shrill Scothanian with his
wrecking bar of collapsed alloy,
the Donarrian happily ramping
and roaring and dealing buffets
which stunned through all in-
sulation—they ended the fight.
The enemy navigator, precondi-
tioned, died. The rest were ex-
tracted from their armor and
tossed in the Hooligan’s hold.

Flandry had not been sure
Svantozik too was not channeled
so capture would be lethal. But
he had doubted it. The Urdahu
were unlikely to be that prodigal
of their very best officers, who
if taken prisoner might still be
exchanged or contrive to escape.
Probably Svantozik had simply
been given a bloc against remem-
bering his home sun’s coordin-
ates, when a pilot book wasn’t
open before his face.

The Terran sighed. “Clear the
saloon, Chives,” he said wearily.
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“Have Svantozik brought to me,
post a guard outside, and bring
us some refreshments.” As he
passed one of the boarding gang,
the man threw him a grin and
an exuberant -salute. “Damn
heroes,” he muttered.

He felt a little happier when
Svantozik entered. The Arda-
zirho walked proudly, red head
erect, kilt somehow made neat
again. But there was an inward
chill in the wolf eyes. When he
saw who sat at the table, he
grew rigid. The fur stood up
over his whole lean body and a
growl trembled in his throat. He
stiffened his stance.

“Just me,” said the human.
“Not back from the Sky Cave,
either. Flop down.” He waved
at the bench opposite his own
chair.

Slowly, muscle by muscle,
Svantozik lowered himself. He
said at last, “A proverb goes:
‘The hornbuck may run swifter
than you think.’ I touch the nose
to you, Captain Flandry.”

“I'm pleased to see my men
didn’t hurt you. They had par-
ticular orders to get you alive.
That was the whole idea.”

“Did I do you so much harm
in the Den?” asked Svantozik
bitterly.

“On the contrary. You were
a more considerate host than I
would have been. Maybe I can
repay that.” Flandry took out a
cigaret. “Forgive me. I have
turned the ventilation up. But
my brain runs on nicotine.”

“I suppose—" Svantozik’s
gaze went to the viewscreen and
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galactic night— “you know
which of those stars is ours.”

“Yes.”

“It will be defended to the
last ship. It will take more
strength than you can spare
from your borders to break us.”

“So you are aware of the Sy-
rax situation.” Flandry trickled
smoke through his nose. “Tell
me, is my impression correct
that you rank high in Ardazir’s
space service and in the Urdahu
orbekh itself?”

“Higher in the former than
the latter,” said Svantozik dully.
“The Packmasters and the old
females will listen to me, but I
have no authority with them.”

“Still— Look out there again.
To the Sky Cave. What do you
see?”

They had come so far now
that they glimpsed the thinner
part of the nebula, which the in-
terior luminosity could pene-
trate, from the side. The black
cumulus shape towered ominous-
ly among the constellations; a
dim red glow along one edge
touched masses and filaments, as
if a dying fire smoldered in some
grotto full of spiderwebs. Not
many degrees away from it, Ar-
dazir’s sun flashed sword blue.

“The Sky Cave itself, of
course,” said Svantozik wonder-
ingly. “The Great Dark. The
Gate of the Dead, as those who
believe in religion call it . . .”
His tone, meant to be sardonic,
wavered.

“No light, then? It is black
to you?” Flandry nodded slowly.
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“I expected that. Your race is
red-blind. You see further into
the violet than I do: but in your
eyes, I am gray and you yourself
are black. Those atrociously
combined red squares in your
kilt all look equally dark to you.”
The Urdahu word he used for
“red” actually designated the
yellow-orange band; but Svan-
tozik understood.

“Our astronomers have long
known there is invisible radia-
tion from the Sky Cave, radio
and shorter wavelengths,” he
said. “What of it?”

“Only this,” said Flandry,
“that you are getting your or-
ders from that nebula.”

Svantozik did not move a mus-
cle. But Flandry saw how the
fur bristled again, involuntarily,
and the ears lay flat.

The man rolled his cigaret be-
tween his fingers, staring at it.
“You think the Dispersal of
Ymir lies behind your own sud-
den expansion,” he said. “They
supposedly provided you with
weapons, robot machinery,
knowledge, whatever you needed,
and launched you on your career
of conquest. Their aim was to
rid the galaxy of Terra’s Em-
pire, making you dominant
instead among the oxygen
breathers. You were given to
understand that humans and
Ymirites simply did not get
along. The technical experts on
Ardazir itself, who helped you
get started, were they Ymirite?”

“A few,” said Svantozik.
“Chiefly, of course, they were
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oxygen breathers. That was far
more convenient.”

“You thought those were
mere Ymirite clients, did you
not?” pursued Flandry. “Think,
though. How do you know any
Ymirites actually were on Arda-
zir? They would have to stay
inside a force-bubble ship all the
time. Was anything inside that
ship, ever, except a remote-con-
trol panel? With maybe a dum-
my Ymirite? It would not be
hard to fool you that way. There
is nothing mysterious about ves-
sels of that type, they are not
hard to build, it is only that
races like ours normally have no
use for such elaborate additional
apparatus—negagrav fields offer
as much protection against
material particles, and nothing
protects against a nuclear shell
which has made contact.

“Or, even if a few Ymirites
did visit Ardazir . . . how do
you know they were in charge?
How can you be sure that their
oxygen-breathing ‘vassals’ were
not the real masters?”

Svantozik laid back his lip
and rasped through fangs: “You
flop bravely in the net, Captain.
But a mere hypothesis—"

“Of course I am hypothesiz-
ing.” Flandry stubbed out his
cigaret. His eyes clashed so hard
with Svantozik’s, flint gray
striking steel gray, that it was
as if sparks flew. “You have a
scientific culture, so you know
the simpler hypothesis is to be
preferred. Well, I can explain
the facts much more simply than
by some cumbersome business of
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Ymir deciding to meddle in the
affairs of dwarf planets useless
to itself. Because Ymir and
Terra have never had any se-
rious trouble. We have no inter-
est in each other! They know no
terrestroid race could ever be-
come a serious menace to them.
They can hardly detect a differ-
ence between Terran and Mer-
seian, either in outward appear-
ance or in mentality. Why should
they care who wins?”

“I do not try to imagine why,”
said Svantozik stubbornly. “My
brain is not based on ammonium
compounds. The fact is, how-
ever—"

“That a few individual Ymir-
ites, here and there, have
performed hostile acts,” said
Flandry. “I was the butt of one
myself. Since it is not obvious
why they would, except as
agents of their government, we
have assumed that that was the
reason. Yet all the time another
motive was staring us in the
face. I knew it. It is the sort of
thing I have caused myself, in
this dirty profession of ours,
time and again. I have simply
lacked proof. I hope to get that
proof soon.

“When you ecannot bribe an
individual—blackmail him!”

Svantozik jerked. He raised
himself from elbows to hands,
his nostrils quivered, and he said
roughly: “How? Can you learn
any sordid secrets in the private
life of a hydrogen breather? I
shall not believe you even know
what that race would consider a
crime.”
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“I do not,” said Flandry. “Nor
does it matter. There is one be-
ing who could find out. He can
read any mind at close range,
without  preliminary  study,
whether the subject is naturally
telepathic or not. I think he must
be sensitive to some underlying
basic life energy our science
does not yet suspect. We invent-
ed a mind-screen on Terra, pure-
ly for his benefit. He was in the
Solar System, on both Terra and
Jupiter, for weeks. He could
have probed the inmost thoughts
of the Ymirite guide. If Horx
himself was not vulnerable,
someone close to Horx may have
been. Aycharaych, the telepath,
is an oxygen breather. It gives
me the cold shudders to imagine
what it must feel like, receiving
Ymirite thoughts in a protoplas-
mic brain. But he did it. How
many other places has he been,
for how many years? How
strong a grip does he have on
the masters of Urdahu?”

Svantozik lay wholly still.
The stars flamed at his back, in
all their icy millions.

“lI say,” finished Flandry,
“that your people have been
mere tools of Merseia. This was
engineered over a fifteen-year
period. Or even longer, perhaps.
I do not know how old Aycha-
raych is. You were unleashed
against Terra at a precisely
chosen moment—when you con-
fronted us with the choice of
losing the vital Syrax Cluster or
being robbed and ruined in our
own sphere. You, personally, as
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a sensible hunter, would cooper-
ate with Ymir, which you un-
derstood would never directly
threaten Ardazir, and which
would presumably remain allied
with your people after the war,
thus protecting you forever. But
dare you cooperate with Mer-
seia? It must be plain to you
that the Merseians are as much
your rivals as Terra could ever
be. Once Terra is broken, Mer-
seia will make short work of
your jerry-built empire. I say to
you, Svantozik, that you have
been the dupe of your overlords,
and that they have been the
helpless, traitorous tools of Ay-
charaych. I think they steal off
into space to get their orders
from a Merseian gang—which I
think I shall go and hunt!”

CHAPTER 17

S THE two flitters ap-

proached the nebula. Flan-
dry saw his goal. It was, as yet,
little more than a dusty, grassy
belt of stones, strung out along
an eccentric orbit in knots of lo-
cal concentration, like beads.
Gradually, the forces of gravi-
tation. magnetism, and spin
were bringing it together.

Flandry took the controls.

He activated the negagrav
sereens and swooped straight
“for his target.

It took great skill to avoid the
unknown obstacles that loomed
out of this unknown, shifting
region.

Finally the main asteroid
swelled before him. Flandry eas-
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ed down with great care. Black-
ness lowered beyond the hull.
They had landed.

Flandry ordered Chives to re-
main with the ship. He added,
“We may possibly need a fast
get-away. Or a fast pursuit. Or,
if everything goes wrong, some-
one to report back to Wal-
ton.”

His crew, minus the two hu-
mans with Svantozik, were al-
ready in combat armor. A
nuclear howitzer was mounted
on the Donarrian’s centauroid
back, a man astride to fire it.
The pieces of a rocket launcher
slanted across the two Gorzuni’s
double shoulders. The Scothan-
ian cried a-war chant and swung
his pet wrecking bar so the air
whistled.

Flandry put on his own suit
and led the way out.

The gravity underfoot was so
low that even in armor he was
near weightlessness.

He checked the portable neu-
trino tracer. In this roil of
nebular matter, all instruments
were troubled: the dust spoke in
every spectrum, a million-year
birth ery. But there was clearly
a small nuclear-energy plant
ahead. And that could only be-
long to one place.

Flandry’s gang fell into
approach tactics: dodge from
pit to crag, wait, watch, make
another long flat leap. In their
black armor, they were merely a
set of moving shadows among
many.

The Merseian dome came into
view. It was a blue hemisphere,
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purple in this light, nestled into
a broad shallow crater. On the
heights around there squatted
negafield generators, to main-
tain a veil of force against the
stony rain. It had been briefly
turned off to permit Svantozik’s
landing: the squat black flitter
sat under a scarp, two kilome-
ters from the dome. A small fast
warcraft—pure Merseian, the
final proof—berthed next to the
shelter, for the use of the twen-
ty or so beings whom it would
accommodate.

Flandry crouched on the rim
and tuned his radio. Svantozik’s
beam dispersed enough for him
to listen to the conversation:
“—no, my lords, this visit is on
my own initiative. I encountered
a situation on Vixen so urgent
that I felt it should be made
known to you at once, rather
than delaying to stop at Arda-
zir—" Just bluffing to gain time
for Flandry’s attack.

Flandry’s plan was simple. He
would sneak up close to the place
and put a low-powered shell
through. Air would gush out, the
Merseians would die, and he
could investigate their papers at
leisure. With an outnumbered
band, and so much urgency, he
could not afford to be chival-
rous.

“—thus you see, my lords, it
appeared to me the Terrans—”

“All hands to space armor!
We are being attacked!”

The shout ripped at Flandry’s
earphones. It had been in the
Merseian Prime language, but
not a Merseian voice. Somehow,
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incredibly, his approach had
been detected.

“The Ardazirho is on their
side! Destroy him!”

Flandry hit the ground. An
instant later, it rocked. Through
all the armor, he felt a sickening
belly blow. It seemed as if he
saw the brief thermonuclear
blaze through closed lids and a
sheltering arm.

Without air for concussion,
the shot only wiped out Svan-
tozik’s boat. Volatilized iron
whirled up, condensed, and sleet-
ed down again. The asteroid
shuddered to quiescence. Flan-
dry leaped up. There was a
strange dry weeping in his
throat. He knew, with a small
guiltiness, that he mourned
more for Svantozik of the Jan-
neer Ya than he did for the two
humans who had died.

“—attacking party is about
sixteen degrees morth of the
sunrise point, 300 meters from
the dome—"

The gun turret of the Mer-
seian warship swiveled about.

The Donarrian was already
a-gallop. The armored man on
his back clung tight, readying
his weapon. As the enemy gun
found its aim, the nuclear how-
itzer spoke.

That was a lesser blast. But
the sun was drowned in its
noiseless blue-white hell-dazzle.
Half the spaceship went up in a
fiery cloud, a ball which changed
from white to violet to rosy red,
swelled away and was lost in the
nebular sky. The stern tottered,
a shaken stump down which
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molten steel crawled. Then, slow-
ly, it fell. It struck the crater
floor and rolled earthquaking to
the cliffs, where it vibrated and
was still.

Flandry opened his eyes again

to cold wan lLight. “Get at
them!” he bawled.

The Donarrian loped back.
The Gorzuni were crouched,

their rocket launcher assembled
in seconds, its chemical missile
aimed at the dome. “Shoot!”
cried Flandry. It echoed in his
helmet. The cosmic radio noise
buzzed and mumbled beneath his
command. :

- Flame and smoke exploded at
the point of impact. A hole
gaped in the dome, and air rush-
ed out. Its moisture froze; a
thin fog overlay the crater. Then
it began to settle, but with slow-
ness in this gravitational field,
so that mists whirled around
Flandry’s crew as they plunged
to battle.

The Merseians came swarm-
ing forth. There were almost a
score, Flandry saw, who had had
time to throw on armor after be-
ing warned. They crouched big
and black in metal, articulated
tail-plates lashing their boots
with rage. Behind faceless hel-
mets, the heavy mouths must be
drawn into snarls. Their hoarse
calls boomed over the man’s ear-
phones.

He raced forward. The blast
from their sidearms sheeted over
him. He felt heat glow through
insulation, his nerves shrank
from it. Then he was past the
concerted barrage.
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A dinosaurian shape met him.
The Merseian held a blaster,
focused to needle beam. Its flame
gnawed at Flandry’s cuirass.
The man’s own energy gun spat
—straight at the other weapon.
The Merseian roared and tried
to shelter his gun with an ar-
mored hand. Flandry held his
beam steady. The battle gauntlet
began to glow. The Merseian
dropped his blaster with a shriek
of anguish. He made a low-grav-
ity leap toward his opponent,
whipped around, and slapped
with his tail.

The blow smashed at Flandry.
He went tumbling across the
ground, fetched against the
dome with a force that stunned
him, and sagged there. The
Merseian closed in. His mighty
hands snatched after the Ter-
ran’s weapon. Flandry made a
judo break: yanking his wrist
out between the Merseian’s fin-
gers and thumb. He kept his gun
arm in motion, till he poked the
barrel into the enemy’s eye slit.
He pulled trigger. The Merseian
staggered back. Flandry follow-
ed, close in, evading all frantie
attempts to break free of him.
A second, two seconds, three,
four, then his beam had pierced
the thick superglass. The Mer-
seian fell, gruesomely slow.

Flandry’s breath was harsh in
his throat. He glared through
the drifting red 'streamers of
fog, seeking to understand what
went on. His men were outnum-
bered still, but that was being
whittled down. The Donarrian
hurled Merseians to earth, toss-
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ed them against rocks, kicked
and stamped with enough force
to kill them through their armor
by sheer concussion. The Gor-
zuni stood side by side, a blaster
aflame in each of their hands;
no metal could long withstand
that concentration of fire. The
Scothanian bounced, inhumanly
swift, his wrecking bar leaping
in and out like a battle ax—
strike, pry, hammer at vulner-
able joints and connections, till
something gave way and air bled
out. And the humans were live
machines, bleakly wielding blas-
ter and slug gun, throwing
grenades and knocking Merseian
weapons aside with karate blows.
Two of them were down, dead;
one slumped against the dome,
and Flandry heard his pain over
the radio. But there were more
enemy casualties strewn over
the crater. The Terrans were
winning. In spite of all, they
were winning.
But—

Flandry’s eyes swept the
scene. Someone, somehow, had
suddenly realized that a band of
skilled space fighters was steal-
ing under excellent cover toward
the dome. There was no way
Flandry knew of to be certain
of that, without instruments he
had not seen planted around.
Except—

Yes. He saw the tall gaunt fig-
ure mounting a cliff. Briefly it
was etched against the bloody
sun, then it slipped from view.

Aycharaych had been here
after all.
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No men could be spared from
combat, even if they could break
away. Flandry beunded off him-
self.

He topped the ringwall in
three leaps. A black jumble of
rocks fell away before him. He
could not see any flitting shape,
but in this weird shadowy land
eyes were almost useless at a
distance. He knew, though,
which way Aycharaych was
headed. There was only one
escape from the nebula now, and
the Chereionite had gotten what
information he required from
human minds. °

Flandry began to travel. Leap
—not high, or you will take for-
ever to come down again—Ilong,
low bounds, with the dark me-
tallic world streaming away be-
neath you and the firecoal sun
slipping toward night again: si-
lence, death, and aloneness. If
you die here, your body will be
crushed beneath falling conti-
nents, your atoms will be locked
for eternity in the core of a
planet.

A ray flared against his hel-
met. He dropped to the ground,
before he had even thought. He
lay in a small crater, blanketed
with shadow, and stared into the
featureless black wall of a giant
meteor facing away from the
sun. Somewhere on its slope—

Aycharaych’s Anglic words
came gentle: “You can move
faster than I. You could reach
your vessel before me and warn
your subordinate. I can only get
in by a ruse, of course. He will
hear me speak on the radio in a
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disguised voice of things known
only to him and yourself, and
will not see me until I have been
admitted. And that will be too
late for him. But first I must
complete your life, Captain
Flandry.”

The man crouched deeper into
murk. He felt the near-absolute
cold of the rock creep through
armor and touch his skin.
“You've tried often enough be-
fore,” he said.

Aycharaych’s chuckle was pur-
est music. “Yes. I really thought
I had said farewell to you, that
night at the Crystal Moon. It
seemed probable you would be
sent to Jupiter—I have studied
Admiral Fenross with care—
and Horx had been instructed to
kill the next Terran agent. My
appearance at the feast was
largely sentimental. You have
been an ernament of my reality,
and I could not deny myself a
final conversation.”

“My friend,” grated Flandry,
“you’re about as sentimental as
a block of solid helium. You
wanted us to know about your
presence. You foresaw it would
alarm us enough to focus our at-
tention on Syrax, where you
hinted you would go next—what
part of our attention that superb
red-herring operation had not
fastened on Ymir. You had
our Intelligence men swarming
around Jupiter and out in the
Cluster, going frantic in search
of your handiwork: leaving you
free to manipulate Ardazir.”

“My egotism will miss you,”
said Aycharaych coolly. “You
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alone, in this degraded age, can
fully appreciate my efforts, or
censure them intelligently when
I fail. This time, the unantici-
pated thing was that you would
survive on Jupiter. Your subse-
quent assignment to Vixen has,
naturally, proven catastrophic
for us. I hope now to remedy
that disaster, but—" The phil-
osopher awoke. Flandry could all
but see Aycharaych’s ruddy eyes
filmed over with a vision of some
infinitude humans had never
grasped. “It is not certain. The
totality of existence will always
elude us: and in that mystery
lies the very meaning. How I
pity immortal God!”

Flandry jumped out of the
crater.

Aycharaych’s weapon spat.
Flame splashed off the man’s
armor. Reflex—a mistake, for
now Flandry knew where Aycha-
raych was, the Chereionite
could not get away—comforting
to realize, in this querning of
worlds, that an enemy who saw
twenty years ahead, and had
controlled whole races like a hid-
den fate, could also make mis-
takes.

Flandry sprang up onto the
meteor. He crashed against Ay-
charaych.

The blaster fired point-blank.
Flandry’s hand chopped down.
Aycharayeh’s wrist did not
snap across, the armor protected
it. But the gun went spinning
down into darkness. Flandry
snatched for his own weapon.
Aycharaych read the intention
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and closed in, wrestling. They
staggered about on the meteor
in each other’s arms. The sink-
ing sun poured its baleful light
across them: and Aycharaych
could see better by it than Flan-
dry. In minutes, when night fell,
the man would be altogether
blind and the Chereionite could
take victory.

Aycharaych thrust a leg be-
hind the man’s and pushed.
Flandry toppled. His opponent
retreated. But Flandry fell slow-
ly enough that he managed to
seize the other’s waist. They
rolled down the slope together.
Aycharaych’s breath whistled in
the radio, a hawk sound. Even
in the clumsy spacesuit, he
seemed like water, nearly impos-
sible to keep a grip on.

They struck bottom. Flandry
got his legs around the Che-
reionite’s. He wriggled himself
onto the back and groped after
flailing limbs. A forearm around
the alien helmet—he couldn’t
strangle, but he could immobil-
ize and —His hands clamped on
a wrist. He jerked hard.

A trill went through his radio.
The struggle ceased. He lay
atop his prisoner, gasping for
air. The sun sank, and blackness
closed about them.

“I fear you broke my elbow
joint there,” said Aycharaych. “I
must concede.”

“I'm sorry,” said Flandry, and
he was nothing but honest. “I
didn’t mean to.”

“In the end,” sighed Aycha-
raych, and Flandry had never
heard so deep a soul-weariness,
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“I am beaten not by a superior
brain or a higher justice, but by
the brute fact that you are from
a larger planet than I and thus
have stronger muscles. It will
not be easy to fit this into a har-
monious reality.”

Flandry unholstered his blas-
ter and began to weld their
sleeves together. Broken arm or
not, he was taking no chances.
Bad enough to have that great
watching . mind next to his for
the time needed to reach the flit-
ter.

Aycharaych’s tone grew light
again, almost amused: “I would
like to refresh myself with your
pleasure. So, since you will read
the fact anyway in our papers,
I shall tell you now that the
overlords of Urdahu will arrive
here for conference in five Ter-
ran days.”

Flandry grew rigid. Glory
blazed within him. A single
shellburst, and Ardazir was
headless!

Gradually the stiffness and
the splendor departed. He finish-
ed securing his captive. They
helped each other up. “Come
along,” said the human. “I've
work to do.”

CHAPTER 18

ERULIA did not lie any-

where near the route be-
tween Syrax and Sol. But
Flandry went home that way. He
didn’t quite know why. Certainly
it was not with any large will-
ingness.

He landed at Vixen’s main
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spaceport. “I imagine I'll be
back in a few hours, Chives,”
he said. He went lithely down
the gangway, passed quarantine
in a whirl of gold and scarlet,
and caught an airtaxi to Garth.
The town lay peaceful in its
midsummer. Now, at apastron,
with Vixen’s atmosphere to fil-
ter its radiation, the sun might
almost have been Sol: smaller,
brighter, but gentle in a blue
sky where tall white clouds
walked. Fields reached green to
the Shaw; a river gleamed; the
snowpeaks of the Ridge hovered
dreamlike at world’s edge.

Flandry looked up the address
he wanted in a public telebooth.
He didn’t call ahead, but walked
through bustling streets to the
little house. Its peaked roof was
gold above vine-covered walls.

Kit met him at the door. She
stood unmoving a long time.
Finally she breathed: “I’d be-
gun to fear you were dead.”

“Came close, a time or two,”
said Flandry awkwardly.

She took his arm. Her hand
shook. “No,” she said, “y-y-you
can’t be killed. You're too much
alive. Oh, come in, darlin’!” She
closed the door behind him.

He followed her to the living
room and sat down. Sunlight
streamed past roses in a trellis
window, casting blue shadows
over the warm small neatness of
furnishings. The girl moved
about, dialing the public pneumo
for drinks, chattering with fran-
tic gaiety. His eyes found it
pleasant to follow her.
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“You could have written,” she
said, smiling too much to show
it wasn’t a reproach. “When the
Ardazirho pulled out o’ Vixen,
we went back to normal fast.
The mailtubes were operatin’
again in a few hours.”

“I was busy,” he said.

“An’ you're through now?”
She gave him a whiskey and sat
down opposite him, resting her
own glass on a bare sunbrowned
knee.

“I suppose so.” Flandry took
out a cigaret. “Until the next
trouble comes.”

“I don’t really understan’
what happened,” she said.
“’Tis all been one big confu-
sion.” »

“Such developments usually
are,” he said, glad of a chance
to speak impersonally. “Since
the Imperium played down all
danger in the public mind, it
could hardly announce a glorious
victory in full detail. But things
were simple enough. Once we’d
clobbered the Ardazirho chiefs
at the nebula, everything fell
apart for their planet. The Vix-
en force withdrew to help de-
fend the mother world, because
revolt was breaking out all over
their little empire. Walton fol-
lowed. He didn’t seek a decisive
battle, his fleet being less than
the total of theirs, but he held
them at bay while our psycho-
logical warfare teams took Arda-
zir apart. Another reason for
avoiding open combat as much
as possible was that we wanted
that excellent navy of theirs.
When they reconstituted them-
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selves as a loose federation of
coequal orbekhs, clans, tribes,
and what have you, they were
ready enough to accept Terran
supremacy—the Pax would pro-
tect them against each other!”

“As easy as that.” A scowl
passed beneath Kit’s fair hair.
“After all they did to us, they
have®t paid a millo.”

“Oh, they ransomed them-
selves, all right. Not one Arda-
zirho ship in a dozen came
home.”

“What? You mean—"

“Yes. We joined their navy to
ours at Syrax. They were the
spearhead of the offensive. It fell
within the rules of the game,
you see. Technically, Terra
hadn’t launched an all-out attack
on the Merseian bases. Ardazir,
a confederacy subordinate to us,
had done so! But our fleet came
right behind. The Merseians
backed up. They negotiated. Sy-
rax is ours now.” Flandry
shrugged. “Merseia can afford it.
Terra won’t use the Cluster as
an invasion base. It’ll only be a
bastion. We aren’t brave enough
to do the sensible thing; we’ll
keep the peace, and to hell with
our grandchildren.” He smoked
in short ferocious drags. “Pris-
oner exchange was a condition.
All prisoners, and the Merseians
meant all. In plain language, if
they couldn’t have Aycharaych
back, they wouldn’t withdraw.
They got him.”

She looked a wide-eyed ques-
tion.

“Never mind,” said Flandry
scornfully. “That’s a mere de-
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tail. I don’t suppose my work
went quite for nothing. I helped
end the Ardazir war and the Sy-
rax deadlock. I personally, all by
myself, furnished Aycharaych as
a bargaining counter. I shouldn’t
demand more, should I1?” He
dropped his face into one hand.
“Oh, God, Kit, how tired I am!”

She rose, went over to sit on
the arm of his chair, and laid a
hand upon his head. “Can you
stay here an’ rest?” she asked
softly.

He looked up. A bare instant
he paused, uncertain himself.
Then rue twisted his lips up-
ward. “Sorry. I only stopped in
to say good-bye.”

“What?” she whispered, as if
he had stabbed her. “But, Dom-
inic—"

He shook his head. “No,” he
cut her off. “It won’t do, lass.
Anything less than everything
would be too unfair to you. And
I'm just not the forever-and-ever
sort. That’s the way of it.”

He tossed off his drink and
stood up. He would go now, even
sooner than he had planned,
cursing himself that he had been
so heedless of them both as to
return here. He tilted up her
chin and smiled down into the
hazel eyes. “What you've done,
Kit,” he said, “your children and
their children will be proud to
remember. But mostly . . . we
had fun, didn’t we?”

His lips brushed hers and
tasted tears. He went out the
door and walked down the street
again, never looking back.

THE END

AMAZING STORIES



THE LARGEST SCIENCE-FICTION AUDIENCE
IN THE WORLD WILL SEE THIS
ADVERTISEMENT!

FANTASY & SF BOOKS & MAGS lowest prices, list free.
Werewolf Bookshop, 7055L. Shannon Road, Verona, Pa.

THIS AD, which appears in AMAZING’S classified section, will be seen
this month by the largest science-fiction audience in the world.
As the Verona, Pa., advertiser can tell you—it’s smart to place your
classified ad where it will be read by real science-fiction enthusiasts!

If you have something to buy, sell, trade—or if you would like to get
in touch with s-f fans throughout the world—try AMAZING'S classi-
fied columns. It’s sure to bring fast results. Yet it costs so little: just
25¢ a word, including name and address or box number. (Minimum
message is 10 words.)

Simply fill in the handy form below—and mail it today!
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(19—$4.75) (20—$5.00) (21—$5.25)

CLIP COUPON, ENCLOSE PAYMENT AND MAIL TODAY TO:
AMAZING STORIES, One Park Avenue, New York 16, N. Y.

Use separate sheet of paper for additional ads.



Dear Editor:

As an ex-art teacher it is only appropriate that my first fan letter
be inspired by a cover illustration. Congratulations to you and your
new cover artist Albert Nuetzell. The March cover is wonderful. I
have enjoyed reading science fiction for about 10 years, do not con-
sider it “trash” (obviously) but the run-of-the-mill s-f cover is em-
barrassing. It has been impossible to convince my more intellectual
friends that I'm not sliding into senile dementia when my favorite
reading material appears decorated with badly-proportioned females
in bikinis slung over the shoulders (or upper tentacles) of fanged,
green male BEMs. Here’s hoping Mr. Nuetzell starts a trend in the
field towards tasteful and attractive covers that need not be hidden.

Your “Asimov Surprise” is a fine idea, and I would like to suggest
that something similar become a regular feature.

Joan Rick Fuller
991 N. W. Harlan
Roseburg, Oregon

® More Nuetzell covers are upcoming—we like him too.

Dear Editor:

In March issue, besides some fine stories, you did me the honor
to print a letter of mine which seems contrary to the sentiments
expressed in Grant Teller’s excellent letter.

Doubtless you love a bit of controversy?

Well, I do not see where, in my letter, I suggest that (quote you)
“we must conquer space because it isn’t there.” Fundamentally there
is nothing but space—anywhere.

As a matter of fact, I have a heathen idea we better devote our
almost human powers to the integration of our own mankind. If
there are six other “humanities” dwelling pari parsec with us—in,
through and around this retarded planet, why not learn to say
“Howdy” in some of their languages?

A crystallized thought-form, let us say, from those whose lives
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maintain what we call “air” might look like a saucer or a bowl to
our limited vision. Till we know our own Earth population complete-
ly, why worry about lineal parsecs?

Miles MacAlpin

7540Y% S. W. 51st

Portland, Oregon

® Why, indeed. It has been some time—if one can use the term
in this non-crystallized way—since I have given more than a passing
thought to lineal parsecs. Anyone wish to quibble with Mr. MacAl-
pin's intergalactic isolationism?

Dear Editor:

1 was quite impressed with your March issue of Amazing. With
Asimov and E. E. Smith in the same magazine you will really have
to try hard to beat your own publication next month. Here’s hoping
that you succeed. ?

I did like your surprise story, reprint story and letters written
by Asimov. This part of the issue was well worth the price of the
magazine all by itself. I did detect a slight note of washout on Asi-
mov’s sequel to his original story. I have noticed that original stories
that eventually get sequels become introductions to the sequel or face
a burnout in comparison. This time I think the sequel had the burn-
out. No offense intended to Isaac.

The other selections in that issue were good.

Joan Emerson
302 W. Mayes Avenue
Milwaukee 7, Wisconsin

® Jsaac makes no claim that his “Anniversary” sequel was a mas-
terpiece. But for clever picking up of 20-year-old threads and re-
weaving them into a new pattern, it was a marvelously effective job.

Dear Editor:

To one who hasn’t read Amazing in two years, the March issue
certainly was a pleasant surprise. I enjoyed everything except that
mess by Doc Smith. :

In reference to your comment at the end of Mr. Arzt's letter (I
must come to the defense of a fellow physics student) : although s-f
is primarily fiction, and is usually miserable when it tries to be
something else, it does have the word science in its name. One
wouldn’t think much of a story about a rocket propelled by demons
or a scene where glowing meteors roared past the space ship. Ap-
parently Mr. Maine’s error was just as serious as the latter, especial-
ly in this age of Sputniks and weightless flight. One should expect
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reasonable accuracy in s-f and even the criticism of obscure errors
has its place (these errors are forgivable, but should be pointed out
to avoid repetition.) This doesn’t mean I'm against things impos-
sible according to current theory, such as time travel or faster than
light travel, if it is essential to a good story.

Edmund R. Meskys

723 A, 45th St.

Kings County, N. Y.

® Basically you are quite right. But I'm afraid that if you are
willing to suspend disbelief in time travel, you will also have to do
so for demons propelling rockets. Matter of fact, we hear the Rus-
sians are working on that scheme right mow: It's called Project
Devilnik.

Rate: 25¢ per word including name and address. Minimum 10 words.
Send orders and remltmnce to AMAZING STORIES. One Park Avenue,

New York City 16, N. Y. Attention Martin Lincoin.
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BLAST Off to Marsll Travel Time!l Your friends
will thrill to the experience of space or time travel
when you hypnotize them after reading this re-
markable, revealing book by a professional hyp-
notist. His instructions are detailed, complete and
clear. Send $2.00 to Mr. Cee, Devonshire South,
Bermuda.

**"MAILORDER Laws and Regulations.'" $1.00. Ex-
plains licenses, taxes, legal requirements. Tasker,
box 3131-K, Alexandria, Va.

MAIL Order—Get $25. Allvproﬁ' orders. Free in-
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Box 105, London Bridge, Va.
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Station, New York.

UFO's And Citizens of Infinity—biweekly news-
letter. $5.00 yearly; 6 months $2.75. Sample 30¢.
Galac-Ticks, P. O. Box 2501, Cleveland 12, Ohio,
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Reprints 15¢. 1. P. Society, P. O. Box 42187, Los
Angeles 42, California.
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WANT To trade sf books and mags, Write Grant,
414 N 5th Street, Warner Robins, Georgia, for
my list.

, Racine, Wisconsin.

MISCELLANEOUS

INSTRUCTION
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Nnow on sale!

Photography’s
brand new

guide to

35 mm Photography

Here for the first time is a complete guide to 35-MM, prepared by the editors
of POPULAR PHOTOGRAPHY, the world's largest selling photo magazine. If
you now own a 35-MM camera or plan to buy one soon, this new Annual will
be invaluable to you. In it, you'll find everything you want to know about 35-MM
photography in six big sections covering:

THE 35-MM CAMERA: What can you get for $100? Rangefinder vs. Reflex. What you should
know about interchangeable lenses. How good are coupled exposure meters? How to
test a 35-MM camera. Buyer's guide.

THE 35-MM TECHNIQUE: Are you getting the most from 36 exposures? How fast is your
draw? How to be a human tripod. Professional tips on 35-MM developing and printing
Developing by inspection.

THE COLOR CAMERA: Understanding color filters. A slide show is a picture story. Adding
sound. Buyer's guide to slide projectors

THE 35-MM CAMERA AT WORK: Text and pictures by outstanding photographers,
demonstrating the 35-MM camera’s amazing versatility

35-MM ACHIEVEMENTS: A portfolio of outstanding 35-MM pictures showing the best and
latest work being done with a miniature camera today. Each picture is accompanied by
complete technical data and critical analysis

FACTS FOR REFERENCE: Charts, tips, data, and tables designed for clipping and filing—
all covering important 35-MM subjects.

PLUS: BOB SCHWALBERG ON 35-MM: a 40-page complete guide to miniature photography
by the leading writer and technician in the field
The POPULAR PHOTOGRAPHY 35-MM ANNUAL is now on sale—only $1.00

(1.25 outside U.S.A.). Be sure to pick up your copy today!

ZIFF-DAVIS PUBLISHING COMPANY . 434 South Wabash Avenue, Chicago 5, lllinois



THE NEW

IS NOW
ON SALE

Imagine having access to the largest, most complete sports car
showroom in the world—where sports and economy cars of every
make and model are waiting for your inspection. A unique showroom

with no fancy talk, but plenty of good, solid facts. A place where
you can browse for hours on end and check out just about every car
available—

That, in effect, is what the SPORTS CARS ILLUSTRATED DIRECTORY
represents. It's the world’s most complete guide to the buying and
servicing of sports and economy cars. On sale now at newsstands
all over the country, the 1959 edition of the SPORTS CARS ILLUSTRATED
DIRECTORY has 160 pages of valuable, helpful information like:

ROAD TESTS OF THE EIGHT MOST POPULAR SPORTS CARS
Alfa Romeo, Austin-Healey, Corvette, Jaguar XK 150 S, Mercedes-Benz 130 SL
MGA Coupe, Porsche Coupe, and the Triumph TR3 A

GUIDE TO READILY AVAILABLE SPORTS CARS (complete with spec

SCI DIRECTORY

WORLD’S
LARGEST
SPORTS CAR
SHOWROOM!

-
sheets)—A.C., Arnolt-Bristol, Aston-Martin, Berkeley, Borgward, Elva, Ferrari
Lancia, Lotus, Maserati, Mercedes-Benz 300 SL, Morgan, OSCA, SAAB
GT, Sprite

GUIDE TO LIMITED PRODUCTION SPORTS CARS (complete with spec
sheets) — Abarth, Allard, BMW, Bristol, Cisitalia, Cooper, Dellow, DB, DKW,
Elva, Facel Vega, Fairthorpe, Frazer-Nash, Gordini, Gregoire, Jensen, Jomar
Kieft, Lister, Lotus Elite, Moretti, Nardi, Pegasso, Salmson, Stanguellin:
Talbot-Lago, Turner

BUYER'S GUIDE TO LIGHT CARS (complete with spec sheets) — Alfa
Austin, Borgward, Citroen, DKW, English Ford, Fiat, Hillman, MG Magnette
Metropolitan, Morris, Opel, Panhard, Peugeot, Rambler, Riley, Renault, SAAB
938, Simca, Sunbeam, Taunus, Triumph, Vauxhall, Volkswagen, Volvo

PLASTIC SPORTS CAR BODIES BUYER'S GUIDE-Alken, Almquist
Devin, Victress, etc

SPORTS CAR ACCESSORIES AND TIRES —a thorough round-up of
new products in the field

SERVICE DIRECTORY — a complete listing of dealers all over the
United States who service sports cars and stock spare parts

Once you see the 1959 SCI DIRECTORY, you'll agree that it's the greatest showroom of all—a breathtaking panorama
of the wonderfully exciting world of imported cars! Sports car fans won't want to miss this Ziff-Davis publication

The SPORTS CARS ILLUSTRATED DIRECTORY is now on sale. Be sure to get your copy —only $1.00.




