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IF e Editorial

THE RACE FOR SPACE

ince Sputnik, the United States

has spent some thirty billion
dollars on the space program; over
the next few years it has already
committed thirty billion dollars
more. Of every ten dollars of Gross
National Product approximately a
dime goes into space.

Question is, is it all worth it?

That question has been asked
before, and nobody’s mind seems to
get changed by any of the answers.
The people who want to go into
space still want to; the people who
think it’s an astronautitical boon-
doggle still consider it a farce. So
a better question might be, “Is
there any way of deciding whether
it’s all worth it?”

Let’s start by discounting all of
the principal arguments that have
already been advanced on both sides.
“Why go into space when there’s
so much to be done right here on
Earth?” (But it wouldn’t be done
any faster anyway, you know.
Things are moving on all fronts.)
“We must find other livable plan-
ets to core for Earth’s expanding
population!” (But colonization has
never, ever solved a population
crisis. Europe exported enough
people, out of its original quarter-
billion, to supply the Americas with
a quarter-billion of their own—

and doubled its own citizenry to
a half-billion in the same time.)

Probably the best reason for go-
ing into space is to learn some-
thing about our own planet. We
have a complex atmosphere, which
makes meteorological theory diffi-
cult; a simple one like that of Mars
might give us the Rosetta Stone
we need to make weather forecast-
ing—and control—a science. If we
could only get to it. Our geologists
are handicapped through—literally
—having barely scratched the sur-
face of their subject, namely the
Earth. A chance to study a few
other examples would enormously
simplify our. own search for min-
erals and our knowledge—and per-
haps prevention—of earthquakes.

But the question still remains:
Can we afford it?

t the recent Conference on
Planetology and Space Mis-
sion Planning in New York, Dr.
Ewing of Woods Hole made what
strikes us a cogent suggestion.
Let’s turn that problem over the
economists, he said; let’s find out
what we can afford, so that we can
decide how to budget our resources.
How about it, you graduate stu-
dents in economics? What a thesis

waits there for someone!
—.THE EDITOR
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IF @® Complete Short Novel

PRISONERS
OF THE SKY

by C. C. MacAPP

lllustrated by MORROW

Their world was six centuries

lost — now it
to destroy

) |

Itern Raab Garan, of the Mesa

Lowry Fleet, had been pacing
and sitting and pacing again in the
Admiral’s anteroom for two hours,
while the Staff argued behind the
closed office door. Raised voices
carried through it. More than once
he heard his own name.

itself

was threatening
completely!

For perhaps the twentieth time,
he walked to the net-covered win-
dow for a breath of air that didn’t
reek with the burning animal-fat of
the lamps. Midnight was long gone.
The barracks and ground were dark.
Somewhere, a sentry’s footsteps list-
lessly plodded their rounds. You
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- could hear defeat in those footsteps,
as you could detect its pervasive,
dampening effect in so many things
these days. He resisted the impulse
to shout angrily at the unseen man.

There was a scraping of chairs in
the Admiral’s office.

* Raab turned and stood at atten-

tion as the door opened and the
Staff filed out. All of them looked
furious, and all of them deliberately
ignored him — which suited him
fine. He knew his own face was
flushed and taut, and his hair un-
doubtedly out of place. When the
last of them disappeared, he strode
to the office door — which had been
slammed — opered it, and stepped
in.
Admiral Kline, slumped behind
the big desk, his white uniform
rumpled, at least had a smile for
him. “Sit down, Raab. How’s your
mother getting along? I've been
meaning to call around ever since
the funeral, but things have been so
disorganized . . . Well, I guess you
heard the yelling match I just had.”

Raab nodded. “I’m sorry, sir. But
—well, hell, excuse me, Admiral,
but if they just want to sit and do
nothing while we slowly starve, they
need stirring up!”

The Admiral looked at him for a
moment, then said quietly, “They
still say that if we hold out, Meder-
link will eventually get tired of
blockading.”

Raab made a disgusted sound.
“Mesa Orket tried that. They've
got a better mesa than we do in
Lowry. They didn’t hold out.”
Kline smiled faintly. “True.
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Nevertheless, we don’t have blimps
or helium to throw away on ges-
tures.”

Raab said impatiently, “Of course
not, sir. But the blockade can be
run. We just have to be smarter
about it!”

“And you’re smarter?”

Raab flushed. “I didn’t mean that,
sir. But I know the country around
here better than anyone from Med-
erlink. I know where to get helium
without being spotted. and I know
the guano islands. I sailed with my
father from the time I was six. He
taught me —> His throat tightened
unexpectedly.

Kline only said, “Yes. Well, you
haven’t helped yourself by being
outspoken. They called it insubordi-
nation. They not only didn’t want to
approve your request, they wanted
to court-martial you.”

Raab said bitterly, “What would
you want me to do? My dad’s dead.
He can’t speak for himself.”

The Admiral said, “I might want
you to show a little more discretion
and a little less belligerence. I know
as well as you do that your father
was no traitor. I knew him a lot
longer than you did, remember. But
we did lose the battle and most of
the Fleet, and people have to have
a scapegoat. What we need is time.
We still couldn’t stand off a landing
if Mederlink were ready to commit
herself to one. However I agree with
you that we can’t just sit, so I'm
giving you a blimp. It'll be Gaffer:
she’s the best I can do. I'll give you
two Trimmers and a Half-altern;
they’ll be men who’ve gotten their
tails in a crack one way or another.
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The rest of the crew will be civilian
volunteers. I'm afraid they’ll volun-
teer from hunger, not patriotism, but
we’ll do the best we can. You'll be
short of everything, including he-
lium.” He added after a moment,
“Maybe it’ll be a good thing to get
you away for a while.”

Raab, trying to control his voice,
said, “Sir, Gaffer won’t lift a worth-
while cargo even if I get through.”

The Admiral sighed. “Nobody
seems to expect you to get through.”

He stood up, grunting a little, and
limped around the desk to put his
arm around Raab’s shoulders. “I
don’t have to tell you I hope you
get through. And any cargo you can
bring home will be worth while be-
cause it’ll show it can be done. Lord
knows we need something to lift
morale.” He paused. “I'm bumping
you to Skipper. Maybe you don’t
think the Staff howled about that.”

Raab flushed again. “Rank isn’t
what I’'m after.”

Kline shook his head. “You've got
to have it. You can’t ignore rank
and regulations and then have disci-
pline when you need it. You’ll need
discipline. Good luck, boy.” He
looked at Raab oddly for a moment.
“I'll see that your mother’s looked
after.”

I

dmiral Kline stood listening ab-

sently as Raab’s footsteps faded
down the corridor. After a minute
he sighed, went back to his chair,
and lowered himself stiffly into it.
His right hand strayed to the pipe-
stand on his desk, then drew back.

Tobacco was one of the things Mesa
Lowry wasn’t growing since the
blockade.

He thought, how easy things seem
to the young! How could you ex-
plain to a young fire-eater like Raab
that Authority wasn’t infinitely
strong nor infinitely elastic? How
could you get him to stand still and
listen while you described the des-
perate persuasions and coercions and
calling in of old political debts—-
and yes, the bribery—that had
gone into even the present policy of
holding out against Mederlink?

Lord knows, he thought, it was a
miracle we didn’t surrender two
years ago, after the Fleet battle.
Such an impetuous thing as his giv-
ing a blimp to Roal Garan’s son —
after the young fool had antagonized
the whole Staff, too— might upset
the whole painful balance even now.

Yet he couldn’t be angry with
Roal Garan’s son. He grinned, sit-
ting there, thinking how like his
father the young Roal Raab was.
The same lanky frame, the same
slightly-bent-forward impatient pos-
ture; the hands and feet so restless
(when their owner was aground);
the hatchet-face with its restless blue
eyes and the skin that needed only
a token of sun to tan deeply. The
almost ludicrous pained expression
when he was forced to stand still.
The forward-sprouting black hair
that loathed combs and brushes.
And, unfortunately, the same head-
strong impetuousness. Roal had out-
grown that eventually, of course, or
he’d never have made Admiral.

Where had the years gone? It
seemed no time at all since he and
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Roal, midshipmen together, celebrat-
ed the victory in the first Mederlink
war. That had set back the Links’
plans for a whole generation. But
somehow, people forgot. And now
the other free mesas had gone under
one by one; even Orket.

The Admiral pondered his mo-
tives in letting Raab try the
blockade. It was mostly sentiment,
he admitted, just as preserving Gaf-
fer all these years had been, even as
a training ship. She’d been a proud
ship once, and it was all right if she
perished in combat. But it wasn’t all
right to let Raab and others die if
the reasons were no more than senti-
ment — and the clearing of Raab’s
father’s name.

It was hard to understand Meder-
link’s determination to conquer all
the mesas. Kline knew his ancestors
on Earth had faced such wars of
tyranny — he was something of a
scholar about the home world — but
he’d always supposed, without think-
ing much about it, that men on
Durrent were different. It was six
hundred years since the colony ship
landed, and another century, more
or less—two or three generations
Z-between its departure from Earth
and arrival to colonize Durrent.
Maybe that wasn’t enough time for
men to change. But Earth had been
under pressures — crowded billions,
instead of a few million, as on Dur-
rent, scattered on isolated mesas.
And it must have been an uncom-
fortable world physically, small and
dense, with its gravity higher than
Durrent’s but with an atmosphere
so thin that blimps were clumsy and

impractical. There was a lot of soul
therapy in a quiet blimp cruise. But
then Earth had had petroleum, and
iron, easily available to support tech-
nologies vastly beyond Durrent’s.
He wondered how Earth was getting
along. Durrent would never know,
probably, unless a faster-than-light
drive were invented somewhere. It
certainly wasn’t likely that any later
emigrations would happen to come
to this same planet — this sun wasn’t
even enough like Sol to attract space-
farers, though it was abidable, with
Durrent’s thick atmosphere. And
Earth wouldn’t spend generations
tracing the long gone ships.

Durrent was on its own. It would
have to sink or swim unaided.

And by all the signs it was sink-
ing.

m

o days before the scheduled

departure, Raab took Gaffer on
a cross-mesa flight to break in the
crew.

Mesa Lowry, at fifty by thirty
miles, was smaller than Mederlink or
Orket or most of the other settled
mesas, and her topsoil was poor.
But she was six miles high like the
others, with vertical sides that kept
dangerous native fauna from reach-
ing the top, and she was at the edge
of the sea, handy to the guano is-
lands for fertilizer. There were no
other mesas, even unsettled ones,
and no hills of any height, within a
hundred miles of Mesa Lowry in
any direction.

They were following down the
mesa’s largest stream, which was low
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now; it would be nearly dry later in
the autumn. It came from the minor
hills Gaffer had passed an hour ago.
Raab was sitting on the forward rail
of the basket, looking back toward
those hills, where a glider-base had
recently been built.

With helium so scarce, hot-air
balloons were being used to lift
gliders. One was rising now, a glider
dangling beneath it like a toy. You
couldn’t lift a glider very high that
way. Enemy blimps, aware of that
fact, sometimes sailed impudently
over the mesa itself. But at least
harpoon-carrying gliders could get
up high enough to keep the enemy
sbove effective shooting height.

The balloon rose higher and was
hidden by Gaffer’s tail. Raab shifted
position and idly watched Gaffer's
shadow distorting along the bumpy
ground. It was a clear warm day;
there were no clouds in sight except
the low line of them, dark at the
base but dazzling white where the
sun hit them, along the mesa’s sea-
ward edge where the moisture-laden
sea breeze humped itself up. Even
Gaffer’s shadow looked trivial, com-
pared to that of a modern fighting
blimp.

They’d certainly given him the
next thing to nothing. Her bag was
only a hundred eighty feet long,
barely forty-five in diameter. The
vanes at the rear were fixed, so
horizontal steering was by the pad-
dles only. The basket, rigidly sus-
pended, was fifty-five feet long, eight
feet wide and four feet high at the
rail. The middle thirty-five feet had
places for ten paddlers on a side,
but because she was undergassed
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and weight was critical, Raab had
only eighteen paddlers, plus himself
and the three other Fleetmen. The
paddles, at least, were new, with
flaps that opened themselves on the
backsweep so the paddles didn’t have
to be wrist-feathered.

In each end of the basket, besides
other paraphernalia, was a 'large
handwheel which turned a shaft pro-
jecting out forward or aft of the
basket. These shafts wound up or re-
leased a series of lines running
around the gasbag. As they squeezed
or loosened they could vary the dia-
meter of sections fore and aft, thus .
trimming or tilting ship or varying
lift without one’s having to valve
gas or drop ballast.

The Fleetman at each wheel had
the rank of Trimmer. The forward
Trimmer, standing near Raab, was
Ammet Oleeny, whom Raab knew
well. He was uncolorful and quiet,
seeming to blend into the back-
ground, but Raab knew there was
wit behind the plain face, and that
the man was reliable and very con-
scientious about his job. The Aft
Trimmer, Sols Vannyer, tended to
be sullen.

A glider, evidently finishing its
tour of duty since it was this low,
came toward them, tilting a wing as
it made a turn around them. The
pilot eyed the nondescript crew, then
the single rubber-powered harpoon
launched on the forward rail, and
finalty the bag itself. Even here,
where outside air pressure was only
eighteen pounds per square inch, the
softness was noticeable. Finally he
looked at Raab, recognized him,
showed surprise — then hostility.



He arrested the hand-wave he'd
begun, and banked away abruptly.
Raab felt his own face grow hot.
He hoped no one would see.

They passed over a farm where a
group of men pulled a plow —
most draft animals had been killed
and eaten by now. The men’s faces
when they looked up were gaunt,
tired, dull.

Anger stirred in Raab. He turned
his head and stared at the bank of
clouds, ten miles away, until he
made out a group of black dots in
the sky above it: Link ships, making
sure no one tried to sneak off the
mesa under cover of the clouds.

That wasn’t the way Raab would
go. He’d drop off the northern edge,
at night, and head inland first for
more helium.

He faced aft and called to his
Second-in-Command, “Ben, make
left, and half-speed toward the Cap-
itol.” He watched as Half-altern Ben
Sprake, Jr., avoiding Raab’s eyes
and not acknowledging the order,
directed the paddlers. The blimp’s
nose slowly poked about. He'd
known Ben since childhood, both of
" them being sons of Fleet officers.
Ben, a short, slightly plump young
man, affected a blond moustache
that belonged on a fiercer face. Raab
wasn't surprised at his sullenness.
Ben had never gotten above Half-
altern because he’d been caught
cheating on a test; and now Raab,
two years younger, had made full
Skipper.

But Ben - didn't hold grudges (or
any other mood) very long. Raab
thought he’d be all right. He’d have
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preferred a tougher man — but there
didn’t seem to be much toughness
left in Mesa Lowry.

They were cutting across a bend
of the stream now, toward the
mesa’s only lake—a one-by-seven-
mile body of water beside which the
Capitol lay. He could see a few
blimps above the Capitol; most of
them fighting ships on guard. There
were only two or three cargo ships.
Government House, the only four-
story building on Lowry, loomed
above the lake.

He caught Ben's eye. “Give us
about five degrees more left, will
you?”

Ben muttered to the paddlers,
“Base off portside, two strokes. Now
all paddles, half-speed.” Gaffer
steadied on the new course.

They were nearly over the lake
now, on the side opposite the Capi-
tol. Raab stared ahead at the farm
where he’d been born. Trimmer
Oleeny startled him by asking, “Your
farm, Skipper?”

“Uh—yes.” REven after two
years, it was hard to remember that
he was legally the owner now, with
his father lost in the battle that had
destroyed his reputation. It was de-
serted; his mother was staying in
town, and both sisters were married.
An uncle was supposed to be look-
ing after the place. There was a very
sparse volunteer grain crop, and the
fruit orchard looked fair, but the
vegetable patches were nothing but
straggly weeds.

They sailed past the house, and
Raab suddenly stiffened. Someons
had put on the front door, in big
red letters, “M.M.”
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That, of course, meant “Mesa
Mederlink.” Fury rose in him. He
strode aft, where the paddlers would
be facing him. “Excuse me, Ben.
Stop paddles.”

Gaffer drifted. When he had con-
trol of his voice, he asked, “Do all
you men have your affairs wound
up?” .

They sat looking at him silently
for a minute, then Jon Cudebek,
whom they’d elected as spokesman
—a burly, black-eyed man whose
scalp hair seemed to have abdicated
completely in favor of bushy black
eyebrows — said, “We don’t have
much in the way of affairs lately,
Skipper.”

“All right,” Raab said, “We're
leaving tonight.”

Ben Sprake muttered, “We’re sup-
posed to . . .”

“To hell with that!”
Then, regretting his rudeness,
“There’s no reason to wait. We'll
load supplies this afternoon and
leave as soon as it’s dark.”

Raab said.

v

Gaffer drifted furtively toward the
northern edge of Lowry. Nei-
ther of the two large moons would
be up before midnight, and the stars
gave barely enough light to see the
ground. Raab, at the forward rail,
hands cupped behind his ears for
any sounds ahead. was nervously
conscious of the blimp’s own un-
avoidable sounds — Ben Sprake mut-
tering cadence aft for the paddlers,
the rubbing noises of the oarlocks,
the whisper of paddle-vanes, the
creak of rigging. There’d been a pair
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of Mederlink Hens operating off this
inland edge lately —huge bulging
blimps, with grappling-lines for the
gliders they carried. Gliders wouldn’t
be flying at night, of course. But
there’d be fighting blimps backing
up the Hens, and they’d be on lis-
tening-patrol.

If spies had gotten out word of
this sortie, it was probably a good
thing he was leaving ahead of sche-
dule.

The dimly seen ground ended, and
the black abyss waited. Turning his
head so they could hear him aft too,
he quietly told Ammet Oleeny.
“Give her two turns forward,” then
reached for a spoke of the hand-
wheel to help the Trimmer haul it
around. The rigging creaked and the
cinch-lines made rubbing sounds on
the bag; the nose dipped. They be-
gan to slide down, a little more
steeply than he liked. “Ease off half
a turn forward.”

Now the mesa blotted out the
stars aft, and the bag hid them for-
ward; only to the sides was there
anything but blackness. Some small
flying creature screetched and fled.
Gaffer picked up speed and began
to roll. Ben Sprake tried to cancel
the roll with the paddles, but the
crew hadn’t had enough practice to-
gether. “Let it go, Ben,” Raab told
him softly.

It was good to have a roll. As
the basket swung up he could see
higher to each side —and possibly
spot the bulk of an enemy blimp
against the stars.

He was relaxing a little now,
though he kept one hand cupped to
an ear. He always felt better in the
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air. Some people called him sky-
happy. Maybe he was. He never got
bored, on the longest trip, but could
sit during the day watching what-
ever the sky offered, and at night
simply doze briefly or listen to the
ship’s sounds or the wingbeats of
nocturnal flyers circling curiously, or
smell whatever faint smells the
breeze carried. Right now, those still
were mesa smeils. They were miles
too high for the lustier scents of the
jungle.

They had about a two-knot tail-
wind, if it hadnt changed. With
their downward slide through Dur-
rent’s thick atmosphere plus what
the paddles contributed, they must
have close to ten knots ground-speed.
By now, he guessed, they were elev-
en or twelve miles from the mesa
and had dropped about a mile of
altitude.

At this rate they’d soon be past
any likely patrol from Mederlink.

Then, fifteen minutes later, he
heard the high-pitched ring of a
ship’s echo-sounder —a disk of
quartz struck with a small mallet. It
,was ahead and to port, and not
close enough to get an echo from
Gaffer’s bag. But one ship wouldn’t
be operating alone. “Stop paddles,”
he murmured, just loud enough to
be heard, then listened hard.

There was a very faint ping from
dead ahead.

It was too risky simply to try to
slip by; he’d have to dive. He
ordered softly, “One more turn,
fore and aft.”

The sound of the rigging made
him hold his breath, but then there
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was silence except for the growing
whisper of air along the bag. The
nose dipped farther. They were
really going down, now, and he fret-
ted about the softness of the bag.
It was anybody’s guess exactly how
far down he could go before the
thickening air squeezed the under-
gassed bag beyond recovery. Buoy-
ancy versus squeeze; that was the
old bugaboo of diving.

The pinging sounds were definite-
ly above them now, but he daren’t
level out yet. He listened for the
sound of signal-flutes, which would
mean one of the ships had heard
him. They were rolling more than
thirty degrees now. Abruptly, some-
one retched aft. “Damn it!” he mut-
tered savagely, “Clamp your hand
over your mouth!”

They must have lost another mile
and a half, now. He opened his
mouth to order constriction off; he-
sitated. Foolish to panic and pull
out too soon. He bent over the for-
ward rail, felt for the ropes that held
the ballast-sacks, made ready to
slash them. He’d never been in a
dive this steep. His ears popped, and
he swallowed hard to clear them.

Suddenly he felt they’d reached
the limit. “Off all constriction!
Drop ballast fore and aft!” He jerk-
ed out his knife and hacked at the
ropes, felt the jar as the weight
dropped away. There was no similar
jar from aft. “Drop ballast aft!” he
called sharply. No need for silence
now; they were miles below the
search. Finally he felt the aft ballast
go. They still had the sharp tilt, and

weren’t slowing perceptibly. He
grabbed Oleeny’s arm. “Pick up
IF



what you can and take it aft!” He
himself groped for a pair of food
bags, lurched up the slanting deck,
heard Oleeny slip and curse behind
him. He groped his way forward
again, bumping into the Trimmer
halfway, and got another load.

That was all they could move
quickly. He and Oleeny stayed in
the stern. He fumbled for a lantern,
thumbed its striker until it lit. Now
all they could do was wait. He heard
a sound he’d never heard before,
but which he could recognize — the
nose of the bag flapping in the
pressure. God, they were far down!
The air was soupy, making the
lungs labor. Ben Sprake leaned over
the rail and was sick again. The
paddlers’ faces were frightened in
the harsh light.

But the nose was lifting, and at
last they were level.

But they hadn’t enough buoyancy,
even in this heavy air, squeezed as
they were. He tried not to cringe. A
crash in the jungle would be mild
— but the jungle wouldn’t.

He could hear the huge wings
now, still below them but not far,
of the predators that could pluck
men out of a basket like fruit, or
tear a bag to shreds if they took the
notion. How much altitude now? A
quarter-mxle" The jungle reek was
strong in his nostrils.

The nose was tilted up shghtly
now, and he told the paddlers,
“Now. Give it everything you’ve
got. Pull! Back, rest, pull!” He gave
Oleeny a nod, and led the way to
the two empty seats; unlashed the
paddle and picked up the stroke.
“Pull! Back, rest—"
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heir slow descent hadn’t check-

ed any; the tighter squeeze on
the bag offsét the increasing buoy-
ancy of the air. But, with the uptilt,
the paddles fought the negative lift.
The men grunted with effort, mak-
ing the paddles creak as if they'd
break. Something huge flapped by
with a harsh croak, and Raab held
his breath until it was gone.

Gradually the descent slowed.
Now they were holding even, but
the men— and Raab — were gasp-
ing.

Between strokes, he got out, “A
— little — longer.” He forced his
own shoulders to go on, though
every stroke was agony.

Were they rising a little now? If
they weren’t, they were beaten. He
might as well find out; if they bump-
ed into a tall tree, or some hill . ..
“Ease paddles. Half speed.” The
temptation was awful to quit alto-
gether.

They certainly weren’t falling any-
more. There was time, now, to
unlash supplies and jettison them, if
need be, but he thought he’d wait
until he was sure he had to. “Stop
paddles.”

They all slumped there, except the
Aft Trimmer, who hadn’t offered to
spell anybody, and Sprake, who was
too sick. They waited. Gaffer lost
all headway and began to swing,
very slowly, in a breeze that couldn't
amount to more than a fraction of
a knot.

After a while one of the paddlers,
a wizened little man called Pokey
Reger, whom Raab had accepted
only because he wouldn’t weigh
much —but who apparently could



pull a fair paddle —said, “Be it
likely them ship’ll see this lantern,
Skipper?”

“No,” Raab told him. “We'’re
miles away now, and the bag hides
it. I'm more concerned about—"
He didn’t finish. If they didn’t lift, it
would be time enough to dump
scarce supplies.

But, very gradually, he began to
feel that the air was moving down
along the bag. “We're lifting,” he
said.

Some of the men began to grin.
This dive was something they could
talk about the rest of their lives.
“By damn,” someone said, “I sure
thought —" Raab wondered how
many of them knew how close it
had been. A Ilittle less gas, or a
minute longer in the dive . . .
“Paddles, half speed,” he said, and
got up to take the lantern forward,
so he could better see anything that
loomed ahead of them. But they
must have gained a thousand feet
by now; the jungle sounds were
faint.

he first of the big moons came

up. He could see the wild tan-
gle below them, the great ponderous
flappings.

Wearily he made his way aft.
“We may as well shift this stuff for-
ward and get leveled.” When that
was done, he ordered, “Stop paddles.
Ammet, get out some sandwiches
and a skin of wine. After we eat,
anyone who feels like napping can
go ahead.”

He sat on the forward rail with
a sandwich. Gaffer could lift on her
own for an hour or two.
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He watched the second moon's
big half-disc grow slowly up from
the horizon. He remembered seeing,
as a boy, a distant blimp drifting in
silhouette against just such a moon.
That way— east —lay conquered
Orket, and beyond that, Mederlink.
The Links were probably operating
their blockade out of Mesa Orket
now.

What he needed first of all was
helium. He’d have to get it slowly,
a few Floaters at a time, avoiding
the rich Floater lakes that were
likely to be watched. He'd also have
to shoot some game with the two
hand-bows aboard, and cook up a
supply of meat, and stock some fruit
and greens. Then he’d head west and
try to get around the blockade to
the sea and the guano islands.

But of course he couldn’t begin
to feel optimistic until he was in-
land, out of sight.

He looked aft. Lowry, plainly vis-
ible in the moonlight, still occupied
thirty degrees of the horizon, rising
to twice his present altitude. He
decided he’d better put out the
lantern and gain another couple of
miles, for insurance. But he’d better
slow their lift; they had buoyancy
to spare now. “One-half turn, fore
and aft.” When he got her up there
and balanced, he’d have a nap.

he seventeen-hour night came to

an end, and Durrent’s sun pour-
ed gold upon the planet. Lowry was
a little farther away now; but not
reassuringly so. The sea was visible
as a blue strip on the horizon, only
a little dirtied by haze. The paddlers,
refreshed, were pulling steadily.
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By noon they were over grass
country, where the jungle invaded
as slim fingers along the river val-
leys.

They passed over an immense

herd of grazing animals, looking in- -

dividually tiny from this height,
though Raab knew a big male could
weigh twenty tons. The air was full
of flying creatures, though the big
ones, of course, were confined to
lower levels. Gaffer had an escort
— mostly triphibs under five feet
long; of various species but all basi-
cally like snakes with two pairs of
stubby wings in tandem and with
eight thin legs, folded in flight—
but dncluding also Terran-descended
gulls, which had been brought for
some reason in the old colonization
ships from Earth. They adapted to
the medium-altitude lakes rather
than to the thick-aired sea level. It
was good to have the escort, for the
creatures would warn by their be-
havior if an enemy blimp came
down from above.

The gorge country loomed higher
by the hour. He worked the paddlers
in shifts, that day and the next
night. By the following morning he
was within a few miles of sanc-

tuary.
A\

At some time in the geological
past, a layer of molten rock
several miles deep had occupied this
edge of the continent, overlaying
solid rock of higher melting point.

As the upper layer cooled it
cracked in a mosaic pattern, leav-
ing, between masses of hardened
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rock, a labyrinth of miles-deep fis-
sures; some only a few yards wide,
some as wide as a quarter of a
mile. Erosion, quakes and volcanos
had complicated the original jumble.
There remained an unpredictable
maze of twisting gorges, tunnels,
caves, lakes, dead-end fissures, sud-
den open pockets and partly filled
valleys. Rivers, from the still higher
snow-country farther inland, found
torturous ways through the jumble,
carving away rock, bringing in soil
or washing it away. In general, there
was considerable water, fewer sunny
hollows than shaded ones, more
rock than soil and many isolated
anomalies. Inland, the chasms were
more filled up; farther seaward,
they were mostly washed empty. A
spectrum of ecologies had formed,
often badly intertangled.

Floaters, the source of helium,
grew on shady lakes at medium alti-
tudes.

From Gaffer’s present position,
one saw abrupt cliffs in one long
wall, with gaps here and there like
missing teeth, the gray rock lined
vertically as if hundreds of black
threads hung down it. Each of those
threads was a vertical chasm. Most
of them were wide enough for a
blimp to enter.

Raab was following up a river
that was placid at this season. Pres-
ently it could be seen that the river
emerged from a narrow chasm, the
bottom of which it had undercut
into a virtual tunnel fifty yards wide
and twice that high. He took Gaffer
down slowly toward the opening.
Finally, little Pokey Reger said, “Be
we going in there, Skipper?”
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Raab grinned at the wizened awk-
ward little man. “It’s safe. I've been
through it more than once.”

The crew eyed the hole, uncon-
vinced. Finally Jon Cudebek said,
“Why this way?”

Raab said, a little impatiently,
“This is the most direct, and easiest,
way to a place I have in mind. Also
the safest, because the Links won’t
know about it. Ben, will you take us
in?”

hey pulled in slowly, giving their

eyes time to adjust. By the
time they were a quarter-mile in,
the bright opening was lost behind
a turn. A sound of rapids came
from ahead, but here the river flow-
ed smoothly, perfectly clear, border-
ed by clean sand on either side. The
walls and the overhang were covered
with pale-green moss, giving the dim
light a greenish tinge. In places, the
six-mile deep crack above them was
straight enough to let in a streak of
brighter light, blue by contrast, along
the middle of the river. Fish and
small triphibs darted away from
Gaffer’s shadow. The place had a
dank smell, made more unpleasant
by the density of the air. What
breeze there was came downstream:
cold air dumping itself through the
tunnel.

They passed the rapids, a place
where rock had fallen and not yet
been worn away, then moved along
another smooth stretch. That ended
at a sharp turn, where the water

had deeply undercut one side, leav-

ing much fallen rock and a cave.
Raab, busy with the turn, had only
glanced into the dark cave, and it
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was Ammet Oleeny who said, sud-
denly, “Skipper, I think I saw some-
thing in there!”

“Oh? What?”

“A wreck, I thought!”

Raab faced aft. “Stop paddles!”
He struck the biggest lantern, which
had a white-painted board behind
it for a reflector. “Ben, take her
back a few yards.”

He aimed the light into the cave.
Someone grunted in surprise. A limp
gasbag lay upon the rocks, the con-
tour of a basket showing through
it. “Ben, land us between those two
big rocks.” While they maneuvered
in, Raab broke out mooring stakes.
“Ammet, take one of the hand-
bows.” He looked from one to an-
other of the paddlers. “Cudebek,
how are you with a bow?”

“Fair, Skipper.”

“Take the other one, then. There
might be triphibs here.”

He lit a smaller lantern and took
it with them. He, Oleeny, and Cude-
bek clambered over the rocks to the
wreck. A six-foot triphib launched
itself away from them, its bulging
eyes reflecting the light, and slid
smoothly into the river. Raab held
up his lantern near the vanes of the
wrecked bag.

The name Goshawk stared back
at him.

He stood frowning at it, bewild-
ered. “Goshawk? Why, she was one
of the squadron escorting our Hens,
and she was shot down a hundred
miles at sea!” His heart was sudden-
ly pounding. “Or—so the report
said!” He called back to Gaffer,
“Make camp! We're going to be
here for a while!”
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Five hours later, they sat for their
second meal in the cave. Raab,
his mind awhirl, realized suddenly
that little Pokey Reger had spoken
to him. “I beg your pardon, Reger?”

“I said, be she got away, why
didn’t she come home to Lowry,
Skipper?”

The others waited on the an-
swer. Raab, curbing his impatience,
said, “Obviously, because she’d been
hit and lost too much gas to lift
that high. She was probably coming
after gas when they ambushed her.”

Reger seemed to puzzle over that.
Cudebek, his heavy brows
down, said, “The fact that they were
killed with Lowry harpoons and ar-
rows isn’t necessarily proof of trea-
son, is it? Couldn’t they have been
captured weapons? Couldn’t a whole
ship have been captured?”

Raab looked at him, scowling.
“The report’s definite, whether it’s
false or not. It says they went down
in the first surprise attack on our
Hens. There couldn’t have been any
ships captured before then. And
those men were killed here, not at
sea. They were sitting at the paddles
when the arrows hit them. So they
were ambushed. By whom? This pas-
sage was a Fleet secret. Did any of
you ever hear of it?”

They admitted they hadn’t.

“All right, then,” Raab demanded,
“what do you maeke of it?”

Ben Sprake said, in a subdued but
belligerent voice, “It seems funny
that you brought us right to it.”

Raab spun and walked over to
him. “That’s a pretty stupid remark.
Your father as well as mine was
killed in the battle.”
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pulled -

Sprake’s blond mustache bristled.
“At least, I'm sure mine was loyal!”

Raab hit him and he went over
backwards, gasping with pain as his
elbows hit gravel. He lay glaring
up, a small trickle of blood coming
from one corner of his mouth. Raab
took two steps and stood over him,
shaking, slowly opening and closing
his right hand. He’d never felt so
hot and tense in his life. An aston-
ished part of his mind realized he
was ready to kill Sprake if he got
up. But Sprake, as much surprised
as hurt, stayed down, and Raab’s
fury slowly drained away.

He turned his back on the Half-
altern. He was sorry now he’d hit
him, or half sorry. He knew Ben
hadn’t really meant what he’d said.
It was just frustration and envy spill-
ing over. Well, it was too late now.
He faced the silent crew.

“We’d better get out of here. I'm
not sure now what the Links do
know. There’s a place I want to get
to before sunup.”

VI

Collapse, at an intersection of
chasms, had left a roughly cir-
cular pit about a mile in diameter
and a mile and a half deep. A river
had made it into a lake and depos-
ited sediment over the rubble before
finding itself a new course elsewhere,
leaving the lake fed only by small
local streams. The lake had shrunk
to a few hundred yards’ diameter,
exposing good soil which got a cer-
tain amount of sun. Suitable grasses
and trees had found the spot, then
animals had moved in. Some triphib,
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probably, had wmwittingly carried in
live fish eggs. Gulls added the for-
eign phenomenon of feathers and
hard-shelled eggs.

What brought Raab to this parti-
cular valley was a large rock-fall on
the northern side. With the help of
trees it camouflaged a cave where
Gaffer could be hidden, and where
a fire could safely be built.

He got the blimp maneuvered in
and tied down, and sent out men
with signal-flutes to watch the var-
ious approaches, then gave the rest
of the crew their leisure. “You can
bathe or wash clothes in the creek,
but stay out of the lake itself. There
are some real teeth in it. The best
way to fish the lake is with a throw-
line. Have clubs handy in case you
hook anything big. Stay near cover
and don’t leave tracks or stray gear,
and listen for the flutes. We’ll or-
ganize a hunting-party this after-
noon.” With a little embarrassment,
he told Ben Sprake, “You can have
the first watch off if you like.”

Sprake mumbled something, got a
bar of soap and his dirty clothes,
and went with the others. Before
long Raab heard them whooping and
swearing at the coldness of the
stream. He grinned. He hadn’t plan-
ned it that way, but later, when he
took his own bath, the sun would
have warmed the creek.

He stuck a signal flute in his
pocket, then walked over to Oleeny,
who, typically, was checking over
the forward rigging before thinking
of leisure. “You'll spend the first
watch here, Ammet?”

“Sure, Skipper. I'll get a fire go-
ing, in case we catch anything.”
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“Thanks,” Raab said, and started
out to check om his sentries.

By the time he got back, most of
the men had their clothes washed
and spread out under trees to dry.
He made sure they were well hidden
from the sky, then walked to the
lake where some of the men were
fishing. Jon Cudebek had already
caught something and was cleaning
it. Raab walked over for a look,
and grunted with surprise. “Is that
a metal knife?”

Cudebek, squatted beside his catch,

looked up at Raab for a mo-
ment, then wiped the knife on the
ground and held it out, handle first.
Raab took it and examined it.

The handle was bone, and fairly
ordinary. Blade and hilt were one
piece of dark bronze. He ran his
finger along the ten-inch cutting
edge. It was a fine piece of metal;
over an inch wide and more than
an eighth inch thick. The hilt itself
would have made a passable knife,
beaten into shape. Such a knife must
have cost years of a paddler’s earn-
ings. He handed it back. “Thanks.
T've heard a lot of pro and con
about metal blades. What’s your
experience?”

Cudebek pursed his lips to show
he was considering his reply, and
deftly hacked a wing off his catch.
It was one of the common triphib
species, like a fat eel, five feet long
and ten inches at the middle, with
two pairs of rather small legs. Cu-
debek sliced off the last wing, turn-
ed the belly up and paused before
slitting it open. “There are good and
bad features. That thing of yours
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—” nodding toward Raab’s Fleet
Issue knife of polished flint, with
bone handle — “will saw a lot mere
rope and hold its edge. But bronze
won’t break or chip as easily, and
it can be honed sharp in a few
minutes. The main trouble is, you
have to keep it cleaned and greased
so it won’t corrode, and you have
to be careful what you grease it
with.” He sliced open the triphib,
exposing red blood and pinkish meat
‘which, grilled, would be delicious).
“Of course, a metal knife's compact
and easy to carry.”

“That’s true,” Raab said. “Is that
Terran metal, or native?”

Cudebek grinned. “Native. You'd'

have to burglarize the Orket Mu-
seum to get a piece of Old Terran
metal this big, any more. It's a na-
tive bronze, hammered and burnt re-
peatedly to get rid of impurities, or
something.” He deftly sliced out the
triphib’s viscera, and answered the
question Raab would have asked. “I
spent all my savings on it, four or
five years ago when I was younger
and foolisher. I've been tempted to
sell it more than once, since things
have been bad, but I've always got-
ten by somehow and hung onto it.
Maybe I'm still pretty foolisi.”

“No,” Raab said, “I wouldn’t say
that. It’s a beautiful thing.” He half
turned to leave, then paused. “Olee-
ny’s got a fire going, when you want
to cook that.”

he watch ended. He took his
own laundry to the creek.
The water was still chilly, but
bearable, and the sun was almost too
warm. He remembered a happier
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time when he was about fourteem,
and his father brought hima here.
There’d been talk of establishing a
Fleet base, to guard the Floater
lakes hereabouts, but it had never
been done.

After bathing and doing his laun-
dry, he went back to the ship, where
there was hot water, to hack off his
beard. When that chore was done,
it was time for lunch. Then in the
afternoon he took a hunting-party
out with the two bows and got
some tree-phibs, which had a little
different flavor from those that stay-
ed mostly in the water. And while
they were hunting they gathered
some fruit and some greens and dug
a few roots that weren’t much for
taste but were very effective in
warding off scurvy.

At sundown, everyone except a
few lookouts gathered in the cave,
where there were now four small
fires. Cudebek, helped by the wilk
ing but bumble-handed little Pokey
Reger, was cooking and salting-down
extra meat. The Aft Trimmer, Sols
Vannyer, had checked over the aft
rigging by now and was showing his
first signs of geniality, in a gambling
session with about half the paddlers.
Ben Sprake sat near them, watching,
silent but not sulking. A paddler
named Willie Wainer, a tall young
man with straight black hair who
wasn’t too bright but had a good
pair of wrists and hands for the
paddles, was, surprisingly, coaxing
something like music out of a signal
flute. Later, when the wine began to
take effect (Raab had rationed out
enough for euphoria but not drunk-
enness), somebody got a food-tub to
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thump on, and there was a sort of
hornpipe dance. One of the men
began bellowing an ancient chant,
senseless and nearly tuneless, “John-
ny, does your dog bite, dog bite,
dog bite —?”

Raab knew what a dog was; had
seen pictures of them; but if any
survived on Durrent, it wasn’t on
any of the settled mesas. He sup-
posed the song went back as far as
Earth itself.

That made him a little moody; for
the idea of Earth carried with it
connotations of mighty lost glories.

Anyway, the men were having a
good time; and since they were re-
habilitating so fast, he wouldn’t have
to spend a second day here. He'd
chase them to bed at midnight, and
lift early in the morning for a Float-
er Lake.

Vil

he surface of the Floater lake

was about three miles above
sea level, which left it an equal dis-
tance below the top of the gorge it
was in. The gorge itself ran roughly
north and south, and enjoyed a few
minutes of sun a day even though
it was less than two hundred yards
wide. Except when the sun shone
directly in at midday, it was very
gloomy at lake level. Looking down
into it from above, a searcher would
see only blackness below the upper
mile or so. The lake itself was only
four or five miles long, and not rich
in Floater plants, so Raab didn’t ex-
pect to find more than six or seven
mature Floaters. To put Gaffer in
really luxurious shape, gas-wise, he’d
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have to harvest ten or twelve such
lakes. Half as many would put her
in fair condition.

Winding along the gorge toward
the lake, Gaffer’s bag hid the thin
bright blue ribbon which was the
morning sky overhead. The river
deep in the the gorge was lost in
gloom. Ahead, the falls that emptied
the lake were a growing mutter.

He decided it was time to get
some altitude. “Off one turn, for-
ward.” The nose lifted slowly. The
paddlers shifted their feet, bracing
against the mild tilt. The mutter
ahead became a rumble, then a roar.
Two more bends of the gorge, and
the falls came into sight—not a
single cascade, but a series, spilling
white and foamy over the stairway
of fallen rock that dammed the
gorge. It was remarkable how much
that white water, reflecting sky-light,
brightened the gorge. Now he could
feel the spray on his face. A flight
of small triphibs, disturbed by Gat-
fer, leaped from some rocky ledge
and took undulating flight to sanc-
tuary in the lake.

The ship lifted and passed over
the brink of the falls, and the roar
faded behind her. The lake was a
dark placid ribbon dotted here and
there with the dark-green, sixty-foot-
wide Floater pads, each with its for-
est of man-tall vertical shoots that
gathered light and air. He peered
up the lake, looking for the pale
straw-colored mature spheres. “Half-
altern, ahead and to the left. See it?
Take us down there, please.”

Gaffer settled until the basket
hung above a pad. Raab dropped a
rope ladder over the rail, paid out a
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hose, then turned and beckoned to
Pokey Reger, whom he’d chosen to
help him because the man didn’t
weigh much. He descended, turned
and watched Reger’s awkward ef-
forts as the men leaned over the
rail, grinning at the same thing. Re-
ger’s job wouldn’t be complicated.
Raab reached up a hand to help
him, then turned and pushed a way
through the shoots.

The mature sphere, close to the
center of the pad, was eight feet
tall and a little less in diameter,
translucent, ribbed vertically and —
now — bulging with helium. Theory
was that the planet extracted hydro-
gen from water and somehow turned
it into helium. There was contro-
versy as to whether that was possi-
ble, but Raab was willing to take the
gas and let the theory go. He said
to Reger, “Ever do this before?”

“Can’t say so, Skipper. I only
been off the mesa a few times.”

“Well, stand on the other side of
it and hold two corners of this
square of cloth, in case it breaks
free. I'll be ready to grab the other
twO.” .

He waited until Pokey was on the
other side, then tossed the cloth so
it spread over the top of the sphere.
Then he poked the nozzle of the
hose into the thin-walled sphere,
pushing it in until a soft rubber
gasket made contact. The hose stif-
fened with pressure. Later, when the
sphere grew limp, someone in the
basket would work the hand-bellows.

It was only a few moments later
that Reger said in a quiet voice,
“Don’t move a eyelash, Skipper.”
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Simultaneously Raab heard a ripple
of water somewhere behind him.

Not daring to turn his head, he
turned his eyes up toward Oleeny
and asked quietly, “What is it?”

“Quadrala, Skipper. Big one.”

Raab kept his voice down.
”Sprake, lift and draw it away.
You’'ll have to kill it or it'll attack
you, eventually.”

The creature, circling Gaffer,
came into view. It was a quadrala,
all right — close to sixty feet long,
its snake-like head nearly as big as
a man. Its two pairs of wings — one
about a third of the way back along
its body, the other, two-thirds back
— flapped alternately, so that its
long body undulated. The skin was
a crazy-quilt pattern of light and
dark green — out of place here; but
a common jungle pattern. The eight
legs looked insignificant. But any
pair of them could jerk a man into
the air. It followed Gaffer up, utter-
ing its harsh croaks, trying to decide
whether the moving objects in the
basket were edible parasites of some
kind or whether they were part of
the whole strange object — which
was too big to attack. .

When Gaffer was a few hundred
feet up and a thousand or so down
the lake, Oleeny swiveled the har-
poon launcher around.

Now the thing had decided there
was food to be had. It twisted in the
air and shot toward Gaffer, neck
bent into an ‘S’ to strike. Oleeny
put the harpoon just before and be-
low a front wing. The creature con-
torted and checked itself before
crashing into the ship, but the head
lashed out. Men ducked from sight.
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Even at this distance, Raab heard
wood splinter. The beast shot about
the sky, biting at itself, and appar-
ently got the harpoon out. Then it
turned back toward Gaffer, and this
time it stayed wide while it labored
for altitude. Raab was clenching his
hands until they hurt. If it ripped the
bag open . . .

But the thing’s flying became er-
ratic and more and more desperate.
It screamed in frustrated rage, but
it was falling. Finally it set its wings
and glided down to hit the surface
of the lake.

There was some thrashing, then it
was still. It didn’t submerge, which
meant it was dead.

Reger said, “There be many of
those abouts here, Skipper?”

“No,” Raab told him, “it’s the
first I've ever seen at this altitude.
It must have chased something in
here, and been too exhausted to go
home right away. Surprising it could
fly at all in this air.”

Gaffer turned and headed back.
Raab wondered what he was going
to say to Ben—it was a little em-
barrassing to have had to depend on
him like this.

As if Reger had read his thoughts,
the little man said, “That Sprake.
He don’t mean you good, Skipper.”

Raab flushed a little. “Ben? I've
known him all my life!”

“Just the same . . . well, you
watch him, Skipper. I ain’t going to
say more.”

A 11

Eight days later, Gaffer’s bag was
as rigid as safety permitted.
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Now he was ready to head west
around the blockade.

Since he didn’t know the gorges
very far in that direction, he’d even-
tually have to lift to sky level.
However, he did know a fairly di-
rect gorge route for thirty miles, and
he thought he’d take it. It involved
crossing a rich floater lake, so he’d
have to go at night. There was a
technique for navigating gorges at
night (if they were known to be un-
blocked and fairly vertical), which
consisted of fixing fend-poles to thz
basket, sticking out to either side,
with flexible wands on the ends that
could scrape audibly against the
rock walls without breaking.

By midnight, feeling their way
along thus, they were nearing the
Floater lake. They lifted over the
falls that emptied it, and saw ahead,
through the narrow opening of the
gorge, bright moonlight shining on
the opposite wall of the lake valley.

The two big moons were fuller
now, and rising earlier. For cau-
tion’s sake, Raab slowed down.
“Half-altern! Take us in at quarter
speed, and as quietly as possible.”

Gaffer inched toward the opening.
Then Raab smelled wood smoke.

He hesitated, on the point of or-
dering a back-track. Oleeny, sensing
his tenseness, whispered, “What is-
it, Skipper? Are we — oh! I smell it!
Uh, could it be a natural fire?”

“At this season?” But Raab let
the possibility run through his mind.
There’d been no lightning storms for
months; anyway, growing things were
too green, in places like this, to burn
easily. There hadn’t been active vol-
canoes for ages. No; it had to be
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campfires. And they could hardly
belong to anyone but the Links.

He knew it wasn’t prudent, but
he didn’t want to sneak away with-
out having a look.

. “Back in a minute,” he told Olee-

ny, and groped his way aft. “Half-
altern, I want to emerge over the
lake very quietly, at about half a
mile above the water, and turn right
immediately at half speed. I want
to stay within fifty feet of the wall,
but not much closer. We won’t have
the feelers.”

Ben’s voice was petulant. “How
can I do that? This is the dark side
of the lake!”

“There’ll be enough reflected light
to see by.” Raab gave him no more
time to protest, but went back for-
ward.

his was another case where rock
— between two parallel cracks
—had been undercut and finally
collapsed. The valley was four miles
wide, about thirty long. The rubble
had filled in the gap to about three
miles from sky level, or a little less.
Then the two parallel rivers had
joined to make a lake, deposit sedi-
ment, cut away at the spine of high-
er rock left at the middle and finally
reach some sort of equilibrium. Now
the lake was fairly ‘shallow, with a
mud bottom that supported Floater
plants (via long roots) and a string
of islands up the middle. Some of
the latter had accumulated soil
around them, and so were wooded.
The one where the Links had
made camp was two or three miles
up the lake from the outlet.
" The first thing Raab saw, as Gaf-
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fer crept up the east wall, was two
great fat Hens, tied down at the
upper end of the small beach. Then
he saw six fighting blimps, inland
from the beach, floating above the
strip of trees (undoubtedly because
there wasn’t room to tie down).
There were two fires near the Hens,
and four others farther down the
beach. At this distance he couldn’t
make out human figures except as
moving dots, but it appeared they
were having a wine bout.

Where were the gliders?

Finally he spotted them at the
edge of the beach. Twenty of them
in a line, barely illuminated by the
fires.

He couldn’t tell whether the fight-
ing blimps were nmanned at
all. Usually at least a few
men would stay aboard when the
ships- weren’t tied at ground level.
But there’d be rope ladders dang-
ling, and it would take the carous-
ing men a while to climb them.

He jerked his mind out of that
channel. He wasn’t leading any at-
tack squadron; he had Gaffer, with
one harpoon launcher and two hand-
bows. Each of those fighting blimps
down there had eight launchers on
a side.

What was a squadron like that
doing here? Getting helium for one
thing, of course. But Hens were
slow. When they came for gas they
usually didn’t bring their gliders, and
didn’t have fighting blimps along
with them, slowed to their pace un-
less they needed escorts. And there
was certainly no one in a position
to attack two Mederlink Hens, even
unescorted.
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The probability was that the Links
knew Gaffer sneaked off Lowry, and
dispatched this group to patrol the
nearby Floater lakes. The gliders
meant a sky watch, too.

Well, he’d seen them. And they
evidently didn’t take their patrol
very seriously, and the thing for him
to do was go on quietly up the lake
before the moons rose any higher,
and be safely to the west before
morning.

He paused, on the point of giving
the orders, and stared a moment
longer at the impudently unguarded
camp. And there was an intoxication
in his blood that made his head a
little fuzzy, and made his breathing
deep and uncomfortable. He let out
an unhappy sigh. Was there any
chance that this was a trap?

The odds were very much against
that.

Just one running pass . . . Four
or five harpoons; and ordinary ar-
rows, falling almost vertically, would
pierce gasbags too. And there were
those gliders, so beautifully lined up,
floating. A few sacks of ballast, slit
open and raining gravel, some of it
coarse enough to crash through a
wing .

e knew he was being a fool. But
he turned and went aft, and
told Ben Sprake, “I want a course
along that beach, at the edge, espe-
cially over the gliders. About two
thousand feet as we pass over. A
dive first, to get all the speed pos-
sible. Then —”
Sprake’s gasp and low cry inter-
rupted him. “You, uh—you can’t
be serious!”
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The intoxication swirled through
Raab’s brain. “Why not? It'll take
them fifteen minutes to get the first
blimp lifting! And look at the area
they’ll have to search. There’s a
narrow gorge off the west side,
about five miles up, and we’ll be
there before the moonlight’s down
to the water on that side, and—”

Cudebek’s voice broke in. “Hold
on there, Skipper. We didn’t sign
on to fight. We're civilians.”

Raab’s words galloped on. *Not
now you’re not! m in command of
a Fleet unit, and we’re in contact
with the enemy, and I have the
power to conscript you. You’re now
Fleetmen.”

The hush was a palpable thing. |
mustn’t do it like this, with a heavy
whip, he told himself. He took a
deep breath and tried to speak calm-
ly.

“Let me explain things to you
This task force here is looking for
us. Before dawn, those Hens will
lift to three miles above ground
level. With that, and with what
breezes and thermals they can find,
the gliders will range sixty miles or
more in all directions, and be able
to see thirty miles more. We won’t
be able to poke our nose into day-
light. And there aren’t any charted
gorge routes we can take. We’ll have
to travel at night only. Meanwhile
they’re apt to find one of the places
we cut Floaters, and know for sure
we're in the area.” He realized with
a shock he was exaggerating, but
plunged on. “Half the blockade will
be after us then. But if we puncture
those Hens, it’ll be two days, maybe
more, before they’re patched and
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pumped up again.” He felt shame
and added, “Besides— that’s the
enemy! That’s Mederlink. We've got
a chance to hit them, slow them
down a little, without adding to our
own risks. We'll actually gain a few
days.” He paused, wishing he could
see their faces. “It isn’t that I want
to compel you.”

After a minute, some one said,
“I didn’t sign on to fight.”

There was a period of muttering
and argument, in which Raab had
to remind them to hold their voices
down. Finally Cudebek said heavily,
“We’ll vote on it. Would you try to
conscript us against our will?”

Raab hesitated. It was hard to
know just how to apply pressure
without antagonizing them even
more. Finally he said, “No. I won’t
try to force you. But you’ve read
the Articles of War. As citizens,
you’ll be responsible — not to me or
to the Fleet, but to the Govern-
ment — if you refuse.”

There was more growling. Finally
Willy Wainer spoke up. “I got an
eight-year-old sister back on the
mesa. I been watching her get skin-
nier every day; that’s one reason I
signed up. I'll fight.”

Cudebek said, “So will I, if a
majority’s for it. Let’s vote.”

One by one, the voices chimed
in. “I'm for it!” “Me too!” “You're
a bunch of damned fools! We’ll all
get killed!” “Shut up! Jump out if
you want to!” “I'll fight!”

Cudebek chuckled. “A majority
for it. What do we do?”

Raab fought to control his excite-
ment. “Mostly, just paddle like hell
when the time comes. I'll want you
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personally, I guess, to use one of
the bows.”

Little Pokey Reger said in an wa-
steady voice, “I sure never thought
I'd be a Fleetman.”

Gaffer slid down toward the is-
land. Raab, at the forward
rail working to get the. harpoom
launcher unmounted and transferred
to the port side, wiped sweaty hands
on his uniform.

He hadn’t been entirely honest
with the men. There might be blimps
already in the air, guarding the
camp. There might even be a third
Hen aloft, her gliders flying by
moonlight. Or, quite possibly, at two
thousand feet and more (he dared
go no lower, as he needed some al-
titude to escape) he might not score
a single hit with harpoon or arrow.
And the number of exits from the
lake valley weren’t unlimited, after
all.

Reflected moonlight was bright
enough here so he could see his own
hands easily, and that worried him.
If there were anyone alert on watch
. . . Now he could hear the shouts
and singing. He hurriedly finished
mounting the launcher, cranked it
up and slid a harpoon into place.
Oleeny was ready with one of the
hand-bows; Cudebek, midships, with
the other. Raab craned his neck to
make sure they were aligned with
the parked gliders. They were;
Sprake, though obviously frightened
and furious, was doing a good job.
There was a very slight roll. Now
that he thought about it, that
wouldn’t hurt. It would help spread
the gravel in a wider path.
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They were getting close.

He watched two men wrestling
near one of the fires. If that only
kept the Links’ attention for another
few minutes . . . He wiped his hands
again, seized the handles of the
launcher and twisted it down and
forward, one of the bulging Hens in
the sight.

Automatically he let go with one
hand to pluck at the great braids
of rubber, making sure the tension
was equal on each side. They thrum-
med identically. He tried to visualize
how much the trajectory would
curve if he shot now. Wait a little?
No; time was too short. He squeez-
ed the trigger and the basket jarred
slightly as the big, vaned harpoon
streaked away.

He cranked frantically, fumbled
for another missile. Oleeny sent an
arrow arching out ahead. Too far
for much hope, but there were plen-
ty of arrows. Raab shot again, at
another compartment of the closer
Hen. He couldn’t see his first har-
poon until it struck, just aft of the
nose. He felt like shouting as the
fabric split, then flapped outward.
The two Links stopped fighting and
whirled. Figures were leaping into
motion all over the camp now. He
threw a glance toward the fighting
blimps as he cranked a third time.
No action there yet. Now the shouts
began to reach him. He slammed
another harpoon into place, but let
the weapon hang while he lunged
forward to slash at ballast sacks.
Damn! He should have had another
man forward to do that. He called
aft, “Gravel!” and hoped Trimmer
Sols Vannyer would act fast. At the
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launcher again, he shot nearly
straight down. There were other
punctures now, as Cudebek or Olee-
ny got lucky arrow-hits.

The place was a chaos. Links
were scrambling up rope ladders
now. He got reloaded, swiveled the
weapon and shot at the second Hen.
He couldn’t see whether his second
and third missiles had hit or not,
but the first Hen was losing plump-
ness fast. He cranked, knowing
there’d be only one more shot, and
aimed very carefully.

Rigging creaked now as Oleeny
and Vannyer hauled at the constrict-
ing-wheels to compensate for the lost
ballast. Raab leaned over the rail,
squinting back at the parked gliders.
If any of them were damaged, he
couldn’t see it from here. Cudebek
sent a last arrow arching aft, then
took his place at a paddle. Sprake
picked up the tempo until the men
grunted with effort. One of the
fighting blimps was manned now,
and a Link was slashing at the ropes.

Raab seized Oleeny’s arm. “Can
you stand half a turn more?”

“Yep.” Shaft and wheel protested
as Oleeny hauled on the spokes.

Raab had been too enthusiastic,
he knew, with the gravel. He should
have kept half the forward ballast.
He daren’t lift into thinner air now.
even if he wanted to. ]

He stared aft. The fighting blimp
was rising fast, its paddles straining,
its launchers beginning to swing
away from the rails. It rose out of
sightt Two more were ascending
now. Gaffer was still slanting down.
on the same course.



It all depended on whether they
had him in sight. If they did, they’d
simply overtake Gaffer and riddle
her. If not, they’d expect him to
turn, and more than likely to lift
skyward as fast as he could.

Since he couldn’t see them, he
couldn’t know. His ears strained for
the woosh of harpoons. The shout-
ing at the camp was beyond hearing
now, but he could hear signal flutes
from there, and answers from some
of the blimps. One Hen was deflat-
ed to her inner cells. The other was
limp forward, but only sagging a
little midships and aft, probably just
an arrow hit or two. They’d be
swarming over her, patching those
before she lost more gas.

What was above Gaffer? If they
had lost sight (surely they’d seen
her by firelight as she passed over)
they might be going on up. The far-
ther they went, the less chance
they’d see Gaffer in the shadow.
And if they got into actual moon-
light, they might as well be blind.

It seemed to him now that he’d
been an incredibly optimistic fool.
There was nothing better to do than
take the gorge he’d originally had
in mind, to the west. Would they
know that gorge? Wouldn’t they
guess he was going west, around the
blockade? They should — already he
was far west of Lowry, which was
a plain clue.

It depended on how fast they
thought, he supposed. He slumped
on the forward rail, brooding over
it. He felt tired now, and drained of
courage. He could navigate that nar-
row gorge by feelers, but where it
ended — where the charts ended,
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rather — he’d have to lift clear or
he’d simply lose himself in twisting
mazes.

Not at the end. The charts showed
the sharp turn there, which would
be plain enough to the Links even
in starlight. So, he’d have to lift five
miles or so this side; enough so they
wouldn’t (assuming they followed
that gorge, above it) be waiting.

Maybe he wouldn’t even go that
far. A couple of hours after mid-
night, the moons would be past the
zenith, but still high, so Gaffer
wouldn’t be so well lit from the
side. He’d take his chances that they
weren’t watching that particular
spot.

But there was the problem of the
ballast . . .

Only one thing to do about that.
The river, above the lake, would
provide gravel. They’d hide Gaffer
in shadow, and gather ballast by
moonlight. Or should he let that go,
and valve helium instead for a lower
(and safer) pressure at higher alti
tudes? :

No; he wasn’t going to give up
the painfully collected gas. He start-
ed aft to give Ben the necessary or-
ders, but Cudebek heard him, and,
between grunts of exertion, got out,
“Skipper, when can I talk to you?”

Raab halted, annoyed. “Why, as
soon as we're safe. We've got to
refill ballast sacks, then get away
from this vicinity. There’s no time
to waste because we have to dodge
the moonlight.”

Cudebek’s voice was ugly. “This
won’t wait, Garan!”

Raab suppressed anger. He
couldn’t afford a shouting match
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now. He stood there, torn between
the urge to keep going, and the rec-
ognition that being rough with the
spokesman could mean trouble later.
After a moment he said bruskly,
“As soon as we're tied down.”

X

e kept them pulling farther than

he’d originally intended, to
where a bend would keep the moon-
light from striking the river at all.
It was very dark here; they had to
tie down by feel. A couple of hun-
dred yards downstream, by his reck-
oning, there should be enough re-
flected light to work by. They could
walk that far.

First of all, allowing only one
man out at a time, he got some
rocks stacked in the basket so the
Trimmers could ease off the strain
on the constricting gear. Then they
tied down to large boulders.

“Now,” he demanded from Cude-
bek, half inclined to make it plain
that the man was under Fleet dis-
cipline now. “What’s so urgent?”

Cudebek said flatly, “Someone’s
stolen my knife.”

Raab checked an angry curse. He
said instead, “Your knife? Why . . .
it probably fell out of the scabbard
when you were shooting arrow! Or
when you moved around!”

Cudebek fairly snarled at him.
“Damn it, Garan, don’t you  think
I know how to keep a scabbard
buttoned?”

Raab’s face grew hot. “You’ll ad-
dress me as ‘Skipper’ or ‘Sir’! I'll
order everyone out, and you can feel
around the deck yourself.”
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Cudebek said, his voice murder-
ous, “It won’t be on the deck. I
want everyone stripped and search-
ed. And I want all the cargo gone
over.” )

Raab’s anger broke free. “You
complete fool! Do you think we’re
going to light all the lanterns and
make a search here? Why in God’s
name did you bring a knick-knack
like that anyway? Did you think this
was a women’s and children’s out-
ing? Feel around the deck if you
want to. Otherwise, shut up and get
to work looking for gravel.”

He realized suddenly that he had
his hand on the hilt of his own
knife, ready for a challenge. Thank
God it was too dark for anyone to
see that. But his raised voice alone -
was shame enough; that wasn’t the
way a Skipper acted. He said, with
more control, “All the rest of you
out. We've got to mend the sacks
first of all.” As a sudden after-
thought, he added, “if anyone does
have Cudebek’s knife, I'd suggest
putting it quietly back on his seat
when no one’s looking. Theft in
combat carries the death penalty. I
won’t hesitate just because we’re
short-handed.”

They got the gravel. Cudebek had
felt his way over the ship and was
ominously quiet as they prepared to
lift. In order to get where Raab
wanted to be by midnight, they had
to risk going back downstream dur-
ing the few minutes when moonlight
shone directly in. They reached the
westward-running gorge he wanted,
and turned into it. He lifted to with-
in half a mile of the top, and kept
the men rowing harder than he had



to. That turned out to be unfor-
tunate, because they had a wait be-
fore it was time to lift clear out.
And as soon as they slowed down
Ben Sprake said, with a mixture of
emotions competing in his voice,
“Sir, as Second in Command, and
with concurrence of a majority of
the crew, I invoke the right of
Question.”

fter his first instinctive anger,

Raab found he was neither
deeply furious nor surprised. He gave
himself a moment, then said coolly,
“I grant the right. Just what is it
you want to question?”

Ben said hesitantly, “Uh, your
orders. We weren’t — that is, we feel
you’ve exceeded your orders.”

“Oh?” Raab had never felt this
kind of cool, controlled anger be-
fore. “Are you sure you know ex-
actly what my orders were?”

Jon Cudebek spoke up. “As crew
spokesman, I'd like to talk, Skip-
per.” His voice in-the darkness was
precise and cold.

Raab told him, “Now that you’re
Fleetmen, you don’t rate a spokes-
man. Go ahead, though, and have
your say.”

The burly man said, “When we
signed on we were told we’d make
every effort to avoid the enemy. As
long as it was put that definitely, I
think your orders must have been
along the same lines.”

Raab considered for a minute.
“Just who’s making this protest?
You, Cudebek? Or Half-altern
Sprake?”

It was a loaded question. The
crew could be punished for mutiny,
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whether they were right about the
orders or not, if a Board of Inquiry
so decided. Sprake, as Second in
Command, would be held as within
his duty if his action were found
to be in accord with facts.

After a minute Ben said sullenly,
“Well, uh, I am, sir.”

“All right,” Raab said. “Can you
quote my orders? Did you see a
written copy ”

“No, sir.” Hesitantly.

“Then,” Raab said, “actually,
you're protesting on behalf of the
crew. Is that it?”

“Well, yes, sir.”

“Fine. Now that that’s established,
just what is it you all want? Should
we go back and apologize to the
Links for hitting them? Or do you
want to sneak home without even
trying for any guano?”

Ben was silent. Finally Cudebek
put in, “If I may speak again, Skip-
per. What we want is a guarantee
that we are going after guano, and
nothing else. That’s what we signed
on for. Not to go around looking
for fights. Even if the odds weren’t
so, uh, ridiculous, we think that’s
the Fleet's job. And I don’t think
you can conscript us the way you
did, and be backed up once we get
home.”

“I'll remind you,” Raab said, “that
you voted. But let’s forget that. Will
you accept an assurance that we’ll
try to avoid any more contact with
the Links?”

Cudebek said in the same politely
hostile voice, “Not quite, Skipper.
I understand we can refuse if you
try to order us into any more
fights.”
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Raab smiled grimly in the dark.
“Not exactly. If I commit gross mis-
conduct, or treason, or directly dis-
obey my orders—and you don’t
know those—Half-altern Sprake can
take over command, with the con-
currence of two-thirds the crew. But
you'll face an Inquiry at home, and
Mr. Sprake will have to represent
you. If he’s willing.”

Ben said angrily, “I'm invoking
the question!”

“Um,” Raab said noncommittally.
“All right, we’ll leave it that way.
Now, it’s time to lift out of this
trench. Half-altern, since you con-
template taking over command in
the future, you’d better get some
experience. Will you take her up
and set a course west?”

There was a charged silence in
the basket. The feelers scraped
rock as Gaffer rose. Now the cleft
became faintly lighted as moonlight
from above bounced from wall to
wall.

Sprake’s voice was nervous as he
directed the paddlers. Another quar-
ter-mile up and he ordered hesitant-
ly, “One-half turn constriction, fore
and aft.” The lift slowed and Gaffer
hung, ready to start down again.
Ben ordered a quarter-turn off, and
she rose very slowly.

Relaxed at the forward rail, Raab
grinned to himself. If you wanted
to dwell on it, the rigging did creak
a trifle ominously. Of course the
danger was that, with the bag so
taut; as they rose into thinner air
the increasing expansion of the he-
lium would break constricting-lines,
or tear them loose from the shaft.
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Even worse, with an old, patched-

and-repatched bag like Gaffer's, the
swelling helium might rupture the

The light brightened. Far down
the gorge, Raab could see, beneath
the bag’s nose, a stretch of brightly
lit rim. They ought to emerge wvery
slowly and creep along close to the
ground (which was mostly rocky
here) to be as incomspicuous as pos-
sible.

He knew all those things were
churning in Ben’s mind.

A minute later Ben burst eout,
“Sir, may I valve a little gas?”

Raab said curtly, “You’re tem-
porarily in command, Half-altern.”

They were very near the top.
Sprake, with a touch of panic, said,
“Raab, I'm not familiar with the
ship! I'd like to valve a little gas
and drop a little ballast!”

Raab allowed himself a chuckle.
“That’s up to you. But remember
we'll be going to sea level. You
can’t afford to throw away too much
gas. And you haven’t much ballast
to spare, either.”

The silence resumed. Then Sprake
said furiously, “Sir, I don’t knmow
how much this ship will stand. Will
you take over?”

“Why, vyes, if you wish, Half-
altern.” Raab arose, climbed to the
rail, stood up and thumped the bag,
more for effect than anything else.
“Off a quarter-turn, fore and aft.
M:. Sprake, as soon as we emerge
I'll set the course, then I'd like you
to call cadence if you feel up to it.”

He could think of many clever
things he might say. Instead, he
calmly got them headed west, then
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let Ben take over. The lesson would
speak for itself.

Ben’s voice, mumbling cadence,
sounded almost tearful. Raab, relax-
ed again forward, examined his own
feelings with wonder. He didn’t seem
to feel any sympathy at all for Ben.
Nor for Cudebek — it was too bad
the man had lost his knife, but that
wasn’t Raab’s responsibility. And he
and Ben had challenged Raab’s au-
thority. Ben, he thought, was thor-
oughly put in his place now, but
Cudebek might need a little disci-
pline.

He was
ashamed at his own hardness.

X

ix more days had passed. Five

had seen Gaffer fighting her way
westward and seaward against
breezes that wouldn’t have bother-
ed a better-shaped, better-manned
blimp. One had been spent on an
unsettled small mesa, when the pad-
dlers were exhausted and on the
point of rebellion.

Just before dawn of the seventh
day, Raab stood at the forward rail
peering ahead for the island he had
in mind. He'd tried to time things
so they’d arrive earlier in the day
than gliders were likely to be flying.
But the island wasn’t in sight, and
if he didn’t spot it soon he’d simply
have to risk lifting higher to get a
more distant horizon.

He moodily pondered the future.
He’d fill the ballast sacks with gua-
no, and, when they reached Lowry,
try to lift to the top with as much
as possible. He didn’t look forward
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amazed and vaguely

to making the same long roundabout
trip back. Rather, he thought he’d
try to reach the seaward edge in two
nights. That would mean lying at sea
level during one day, hoping he
wouldn’t be spotted, then pulling
hard for the mesa as soon as the
sun went down. On the seaward
side, there were updrafts that would
add a little to his lift.

He scowled, sweeping his gaze
along the horizon. He must have
misjudged it badly. He glanced to-
ward the pale orange glow in the
east. Fifteen minutes until the sun
poked up.

Then he found the small dot on
the horizon, and his mood bright-
ened. “Half-altern, forty degrees
left. And let’s push it.”

The sun was an hour up when
they crossed above the bare rocky
ridge of the island to settle by a
grove of trees where Gaffer could
be camouflaged. That took another
hour, but there hadn’t been any
sight of blimps or gliders. They had
a late breakfast, and he considered
giving the crew a day of rest, but
decided he’d get the guano dug and
sacked up first, so they’d be ready
to leave. He called the crew togeth-
er and gave instructions.

“Stay off the higher rocks unless
you’re on lookout. Don’t scare up
clouds of birds. Look for deposits
that have washed down and have
grass sprouting from them, but that
aren’t too wet. If you hear a flute,
get out of sight and get back to the
ship as fast as you can. Half-altern,
I'll draw you a sketch of the south
end of the island, and you can take
half the men. I'll take the others
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north. Oleeny, you stay with the
ship.”

Raab posted one of his men less
than a mile from Gaffer, then
led the rest on about an equal dis-
tance. They’d reached a good de-
posit and were starting work, when,
from farther along the island, some-
one hailed them.

Raab jerked upright and stared at
a band of gaunt, bearded men in
tattered Fleet uniforms, at the edge
of another grove. He dropped the
bag he was holding and ran in that
direction, calling over his shoulder,
“Come on!”

When he was within fifty yards
of the castaways, one of them recog-
nized him. “Garan! Raab Garan!”
Raab stared at the grinning emaciat-
ed face. “Why—good God; Nik
Roos! What in — Trimmer, you were
reported dead!”

The two groups met and there
was a babble of happy curses, jokes
and handshakes all around. Trimmer
Roos told Raab breathlessly, “We
were riddled and falling before we
knew what hit us. The Links were
going over low, shooting survivors,
but eleven of us hid inside the bag.
Then that night we chopped up the
basket and made a raft, enough to
keep us afloat, anyway. I remember-
ed this island and didn’t think they’d
be looking this far west, and we
made it. Nine of us did, that is. A
big triphib got two. Another’s died
since. When we saw Gaffer coming
this morning . .” He sobered.
“Things must be bad, eh? Did your
father make it back to Mesa Lowry
all right?”
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Raab said, “He died on the re-
treat.”

Roos looked at the ground silent-
ly for a moment. “I'm sorry to hear
that, Raab. Somebody signaled he
was hurt. And it looked as if what
was left of the Fleet would have to
fight all the way home, if they made
it at all.” He looked up again, eyes
blazing. “But as long as you’re still
holding out, I guess you got the
traitors.”

Raab seized his arm fiercely.
“Roos! Do you know who it was?
They — my father was accused!”

“What?” Roos looked incredulous.
The others stood in a silent circle.
“Why, those . . .” Trimmer Roos
snarled, “You can be damned sure
I know who they are! When we get
back —” His face changed. “But
you’ll be here for guano, and you’ve
only got Gaffer.”

Raab frowned at him. “Eh? Oh!
Why, don’t be stupid! Of course
we’re taking you back! Do you think
we'd —why, hell; none of you
weigh very much, from the looks of
you. Any guano we take back will
be only be a token, anyway. Say,
why don’t you all go on back to
Gaffer and get yourselves a decent
meal? We've got greens and fruit,
and plenty of cooked fresh-water
’phibs. Ammet Oleeny’s on watch
there.” He grinned. “I think you
know him.”

Roos chortled. “Ammet?” Polite-
ness struggled with hunger and the
prospect of seeing an old buddy.
“Well, sir . . .”

Raab gave him a shove. “Go on.
We’ll sack up a little guano and be
along in an hour.”
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Raab was too excited to care
about guano now. They’d just
fill a few sacks, and . .
he thought of it, they wouldn’t have
to jettison it completely, as ballast.
There were a few ledges partway up
the mesa’s sides, where he could
drop some of it. Maybe a blimp
could sneak down later and pick it
up. The main thing was to get Nik
Roos and his companions home, so
they could talk.

Almost incoherent, he hustled his
men along and they started back
with a dozen filled sacks. But when
they’d gone part way, he heard Nik
Roos shouting his name again. The
Trimmer, panting and staggering
with exhaustion, burst into sight.
“Raab! Oleeny’s been murdered and
Gajfer’s flat!”

X1

Raab, feeling dazed, stared down
at the body. Oleeny lay on his
back, feet near the basket, as if he’d
been facing it and had fallen or
been pulled over backward. His
throat was slashed almost to the
spine. The blood on the ground was
congealed, and he wasn’t bleeding
any more. There was a mark on one
temple as if he’d been clubbed un-
conscious before his throat was cut.
He must have been killed shortly
after Raab and the others had left.

Raab felt physically sick with
remorse. How could he have been
so stupid as to leave one man alone
on watch? Slowly, he turned to Nik
Roos. “You’re sure there’s no one
else on the island?”

Nik pulled his gaze away from
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. now that -

the body. “Of course. We've been
here two years.” He colored. “You
don’t think one of us—?”"

Raab made an impatient gesture.
“Of course not.” He turned and
stared toward the sea. “Could some-
one have . . . No; it has to be one
of my crew. Maybe more than one.
From the other half.” Dull anger
began to replace his daze. How
many? Why had he let Cudebek
and Sols Vannyer go with Sprake?
They were both hostile, and might
be traitors for all he knew.

Nik said, “Why didn’t they take
the ship and leave us stranded?”

Raab’s mind began to work. He
strode to the basket, made sure both
hand-bows were there. “Because
there weren’t enough of them, ob-
viously. As many as three could
have taken her up, and paddled
enough for heading. They could
have just drifted until the Links
spotted them. If there are patrols
this far west.”

Roos said, “There are patrols, all
right. Every four days. Blimps and
gliders.” After a minute he added,
“So, one man or two. And they plan
to signal, and be picked up by the
Links — with the rest of us.”

Raab nodded slowly, and turned
to stare at Gaffer again. The bag
could be mended, all right; but most
of the helium was gone. Only the
inner cells — which wouldn’t lift the
basket alone, even without crew or
cargo —kept the bag from being
completely flat. He turned, shaking
with anger, to Nik. “Maybe we
should let them signal, but be watch-
ing. . Or—maybe we can lure a
blimp down some way! Even if we
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had to hole it, we could get enough
gas for Gaffer! Do you have any
weapons on the island?”

Nik shrugged. “Two hand-bows
we brought.” .

“That makes four,” Raab said, be-
ginning to feel excited, “And the
launcher. And we can make other
bows, and —"

Nik shook his head. “Hardly.
There hasn’t been a lone blimp over
since we’ve been here. The patrol’s
a full unit; Hens and gliders and
fighting blimps. They come by late
in the day, as if they’re on the way
back to base.”

“Oh,” Raab said dejectedly. Then
his head snapped up suddenly.
“Base? What do you mean?”

Roos gave him a quick glance.
“Didn’t you know? They’ve got an
island base somewhere. I think it
must be Mell Island, from the di-
rection they take. There’s nothing
else near with greens and fruit and
game. And it would be a handy lo-
cation.”

Raab nodded, dejected again. [t
would be a good location, if one had
plenty of helium for lifting, and the
Links had plenty. It explained some
things about the blockade, and also
explained the task force he’d hit on
the lake. So maybe they hadn’t been
looking for him, after all.

Well, a base that near put him
and his crew in even a worse fix.
He certainly hadn’t turned out to be
beginning to understand why Ad-
beaten. He could imagine now, for
much of a hero, he mused. He was
miral Kline, and others, acted so
had felt, mortally wounded, seeing
the first time, how his own father
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the Fleet shot to pieces around him,
desperately gathering together what
he could salvage for an almost hope-
less fighting retreat. Maybe Com-
mand wasn’t a desirable thing, after
all.

But he, Raab, had asked for it;
it was up to him to do what he
could. “Maybe,” he said wearily,
“we’d better just round up the rest
of my crew and keep them under
guard.” A little of his anger return-
ed. “I'll question them one at a time!
Maybe T’ll find out something.”

he others were vituperative at

being herded under weapons,
until they saw Oleeny’s body and
the condition of Gaffer. Raab ad-
dressed them first of all in a group.
“At least one of you is a murderer
and a traitor. 'm going to ask each
one of you, separately, for any in-
formation you can give me that
might point to some and clear the
rest. You understand I haven’t any
choice but to keep you all under
guard meanwhile. Anyone who re-
sists or tries to escape will be killed
on the spot.”

Later, after long hours of inter-
rogating, he sat down for a late
evening meal and to discuss things
with Nik Roos. “Well, unless all of
them are lying, we can definitely
clear two or three. No more.”

Roos agreed. “What about Ben
Sprake? Excuse me, I know he’s an
officer. But he acts pretty vague
about where he was at what time,
and he seems to have a lot on his
mind. And the others can’t pinpoint
him very well either.”

Raab shrugged. “True. But I be-
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Keve his story that he went to check
on his lookout, then moved from
group to group. He’s very mad at
me for something that happened be-
fore we got here, but I can’t see him
as a murderer, or a traitor. Actual-
ly, it’s my fault for not telling him
to keep his group together.” He cut
a small chunk of cold meat and
chewed it without enthusiasm.

“What about this Jon Cudebek?”
Nik asked.

Raab said, “Possibly. But Oleeny
would probably have been suspicious
of him in particular. As I see it,
someone Oleeny had no reason to
mistrust came and asked him for
something out of the basket — prob-
ably said Sprake had sent him—
then, when Ammet bent over the
rail to get it, clubbed him. Well, I'm
going to get some rest, then take
the late watch. Are you satisfied
with the guard arrangements?”

Roos said, “They’re as ‘good as
they can be. The only thing is, Ben
Sprake outranks all of us except
you. By the way, I haven’t congrat-
ulated you.”

“Thanks,” Raab said bitterly.
“I've told Sprake what to expect if
he misbehaves.”

e knew he wasn’t going to sleep.
He didn’t.

There were so many things he had
to think about just to keep from be-
ing discovered by the patrols. Gaf-
fer’s camouflage would have to be
renewed every few days; and the
foliage couldn’t be taken from where
it would show. Cook-fires, and any
fishing or egg-gathering, would have
to be handled carefully. And how
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did you guard eight or nine men so
well that none of them could pos-
sibly leave any sign, without actual-
ly keeping them tied up? He might
have to do just that.

And what of the long run? He
didn’t think there was any reason a
single blimp would land here, or
even fly over so it could be lured
down. How would they do the lur-
ing, anyway? Disguise themselves as
marooned Mederlink crewmen? Not
promising.

Could they leave this island by
raft, get to a bigger one, with game
and other food, outside the block-
ade? That might permit them to die
of old age, eventually, instead of
malnutrition. The coast offered
nothing. It was all jungle for thou-
sands of miles, except for the mesas.
And none were climbable.

It all came back to helium. Would
it be possible to reach some island
where a single blimp might land, for
food or fresh water? His pulse quick-
ened. Now he was beginning to
make sense! A raft, with paddles. ..
But why a raft? Why not a boat, if
they were going to take time to
build something? They could chop
up Gaffer’s basket, and — no! Why
chop it up? It would make a boat
frame as it was! Or, build on a point-
ed bow and stern. Cover it with the
bag fabric —two layers, for insur-
ance. It would be more of a barge
than a boat, flat-bottomed, wider
than her draft, but it would be sturdy
and plenty big enough. The air pad-
dles should work in water, with the
right handling.

He began to go over in his mind
the suitable islands. He’d never been
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much farther west than this. There
was one big island, a little farther
west and farther out, but that was
probably two hundred miles away.

Mell was the only closer one. If
Mell weren’t already occupied . . .

He gasped, rolled to his feet and
groped through the darkness to
where Nik Roos was on guard. “Can
you get someone to relieve you? I
want to talk to you!”

Shaky with excitement, he led the
way to an ioslated spot. “We want
helium. The Links have it. We can’t
lure them down here, because they’d
be suspicious. But on Mell Island —
which we can reach by boat — they
wouldn’t be expecting us!”

Roos was silent for a minute.
“But . . . even if we could steal
some gas, howd we get Gaffer
there? How big a boat are you talk-
ing about?”

Raab felt like laughing aloud.
“We won’t worry about Gaffer. We'll
take the helium blimp and all. May-
be we can capture the whole base!”

Roos drew in his breath. “Good
God! Why, that's—no; it’s no
more impossible than surviving
here!” Then his voice dropped. “But
a third of us are suspects.”

Raab said, “I’ve got the beginning
of a plan about that, too.”

XII

hev were approaching an island

from the windward side. It was
not Mell Island, but few of the
boatfu! knew that. He’d taken Nik
Ross into his scheme to find the
traitor, and he’d had to tell Ben
Sprake because Ben knew star navi-
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gation well enough not to be fooled
by a lie.

He’d bad less argument from
Cudebek and the others than he’d
expected. The story he’d given them
was that they’d stay under restraint
and be taken back to Lowry. He
spoke only of stealing one blimp,
if possible, and stressed mainly the
food on Mell.

He had most of the group
bunched forward, so the bow
wouldn’t rise and slap down hard
every time they met a swell. It he
ever had to build another boat, there
were some changes he’d make. How-
ever, at least this one had a very
shallow draft that would make it
easy to beach.

They were approaching a beach
now, in a cove that was enclosed
by a half<circle of cliffs and heav-
ily wooded. The wind was mild, but
there were breakers to worry about.
The two big moons (nearly full
now, and one of them near setting)
lit half the cove; the other half
looked black.

Raab let the paddles rest for a
minute. “We’ll go in fast, jump out
and drag the boat up among the
trees, then smooth out the sand be-
hind us. We’ll stay here a couple
days and reconnoiter. The base will
be on the other side of the island,
and they’ll have lookout posts on
the highest ridge. We’ll have to lo-
cate those first of all.”

There was no talk. Most of the
men, not knowing the island was
unoccupied (or so Raab assumed),
were tense. He didn’t see any need
to prolong their worry. “All right;
let’s go in.”
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boat was hidden and their

tracks obliterated. Raab, squeez-

ing water out of his clothing, looked

at the moon and made calculations.
Less than two hours until sunup.

He told the group, “I’'m going to
reconnoiter alone. If I'm not back
by noon, you'd better figure you’re
in trouble; but just in case they don’t
come after you, I'll tell you the clos-
est way up the ridge. About a mile
in the direction I'm going, there’s
another cove, with a stream leading
up from it that you can follow. Once
you get out of the cove, you'd better
leave the stream and stay in the
thickest woods you can find. The
other side of the island’s not so
steep; you can get down anywhere,
almost. I'll stay on the right side of
the stream as you face up it — that’s
this side. So if I don’t make it back,
you'd better try the other. I suggest
you eat before sunup, then post
pickets and stay quiet until noon.
Got #t?

He took his knife, a light twenty-
foot rope, and a small pouch of
food. That was for show. He moved
through the trees, not looking back
while they could see him. As soon
as he was out of sight he moved at
a trot to get to the end of the cove
as soon as possible.

There, he stood in the fringe of
trees a minute, scanning the narrow
strip of beach ahead. He needed
some hiding-place, and he had to
leave a convincing set of tracks. He
spotted a shallow cave that provided
a deep shadow, and headed toward
it. He went on past and around a
bulge of rock, then carefully back-
tracked, putting his feet in the same
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prints. He leaped for the shadow
and made it without leaving exposed
tracks.

The surf was luminous in the
waning light. Somewhere out over
the sea, a small triphib kept uttering
its harsh screech, probably secking
others of its kind. Raab, careful to
stay in shadow, squirmed for a less
uncomfortable position.

His plan seemed a lttle silly now.
All he had to bank on was that the
traitor ought to be feeling desperate
by now. If he didnt get away and
reach the Links, he was likely to be
killed with the others in some fool-
hardy action. And even if they did
come — if there were two of them
— it occurred to him that they’d be
warned by the ending of his tracks
a few yards beyond. Why hadnt he
thought of that?

And he suddenly saw another
hole in his original plan, in case
there were two. One, he’d hoped to
overcome, by surprise, even if it was
the burly Cudebek. But he’d thought
two could just be abandoned on the
island, once he knew who they were
—he’d just let them go by, then go
back and take the boat and the rest
of the crew out to sea. God, he
thought; what a numbskull I am!
They could signal! Why don’t I ever
think things through?

Then, vaguely, he saw movement
among the trees.

The pumping of his blood was
almost unbearable. He had to
take deep breaths and force himself
to hold still. Very carefully, he drew
his knife, gripped # for throwing.
Now the dimly seen figure took an-
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other step, and he nearly gasped
aloud.

It was Pokey Reger.

His mind darted over events and
the crew’s statements. Yes, it was
possible! In fact, it was Reger’s tes-
timony, more than any other, that
made Cudebek a suspect. His eyes
strained to see into the shadows,
Jocate a second man if there were
one. But, after a moment, Reger
stepped from the trees alone and
trotted — with no sign of his former
awkwardness — along the narrow
beach.

Raab’s astonishment was such
that he almost let Reger go past
without a challenge. But just as the
little man came opposite, he stepped
out of the shadow and called the
single word, “Traitor!”

Reger spun toward him. Raab
started another step, intending to
seize the man by the arms, throw
him down and tie him so he couldn’t
struggle. It was in his mind, in a dim
way, that he’d have to be gentle with
the little man. But then Reger’s arm
was sweeping up like lightning, and
Raab had a glimpse of the knife
ready to throw. Before he could
move, it flashed through his own
mind that this was no clumsy little
nothing, but a trained killer who'd
know how to throw a knife. His own
arm snapped up and he threw,
quickly, mostly with his wrist. As
soon as the knife left his hand he
hurled himself to the side and down.

Reger’s knife missed him by
inches. It clanged against the cliff
as no piece of flint ever did. His
own knife took Reger dead center,
in' the solar plexus. Reger gave a
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suppressed cry and fell. Raab rolled
to his feet and leaped toward him.

But Reger was through. He lay
on his side, knees partly drawn up,
one fist clenched around the hilt
projecting from his middle, but not
trying to pull the knife out. He
breathed in shallow agonized gasps.
He struggled to turn his head toward
Raab, and forced the ghost of a
grin. “I—should have — figured
. . .7 His voice trailed off in a
groan,

It wasn’t long before the breathing

stopped.

lowly Raab stooped and took
hold of the knife. He had to
wrench hard to get it free. In some-
thing of a daze, he washed it in the
surf, dried it on his uniform and put
it in its scabbard. Then he went
looking for the knife Reger had
thrown.

As he expected, it was Cudebek’s
bronze one. He hefted it in his right
hand. An excellent throwing wea-
pon, no doubt; but probably Reger
had been a little off due to its den-
sity. To that Raab owed his life.

He dragged the body out of sight,
then spent fifteen minutes washing
the blood into the sea and covering
the spot with clean sand. Then he
started back.

He called ahead of him, “It’s Gar-
an,” so they wouldn’t be startled.
The second moon was partly set, but
there was still light enough to see the
question in their faces as they gath-
ered round. He stepped forward and
handed Cudebek the knife.

Cudebek stared at it wordlessly,
then looked up. “Who had it?”
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Raab said, “Who’s missing?” His
voice was hoarse.

Someone said, “Pokey Reger!”

“You wouldn’t call him Pokey,”
Raab said, “if you'd seen him in
sction.”

Cudebek said, “But how —”

Raab found a spot and sat down.
*“T doubt if we'll ever know. The
only thing I can think of is that he
bad it hung beneath the basket on
a string, and dropped it the first
time we landed, then picked it up
again after we’d searched everything.
Maybe he hid it in the food, or
someplace.” He sighed. Killing your
first man was just as shaking an ex-
perience as he’d heard, and he didn’t
feel up to much now, but he had to
talk to them. “The way things work
out, I'm sure he was alone. So now
I can tell you that this isn’t Mell
Island. Before we go there, 1 want
you to decide whether you're will-
ing to take on more than just trying
to steal one blimp.”

X1

Raab, Ben Sprake, Nik Roos and
Willie Wainer lay on a slope
overlooking the Mederlink base.
They’d carefully scouted the look-
out posts and the paths that led to
them. Here they were reasonably
safe from discovery.

Steep cliffs, forming an angle, pro-
tected two sides of the area below
them. The slope they were concealed
on sheltered a third side. The north
side, facing the mainland, was open
to the sea, with a good beach where
gliders, landing on the smooth lee-
ward water, could be drawn up.
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Eighteen of them lay there now,
with mechanics working on some
of them.

The nearly flat area was about
two miles long and half a mile wide,
stretching along the beach. The Base
was at the western end, in the angle
of the cliffs, where an area about a
quarter-mile square had been clear-
ed. The rest of the flat was heavily
jungled with the typical twisting,
dark-green trees. One half of the
cleared area was planted with a var-
iety of vegetables of Earth-descended
types.

The buildings included a hangar
(where more gliders were being
worked on), an Armory, a recreation
hall, a mess hall, three barracks and
a stockade. That stockade — attach-
ed to one of the barracks —had
about forty prisoners in it, while as
many more outside worked at var-
ious jobs, under guard. Most of them
wore unmarked fatigues, but there
were a few each of Orket and Lowry
Fleet uniforms, much mended.

Moored a short distance from the
building, near the cliff where they’d
be sheltered from storms, were six
fighting blimps and two Hens. It
was not the same group Raab had
encountered already; that one evi-
dently hadn’t gotten back yet. That
was a break, but it wouldn’t last.

Near the ships, dozens of thick-
walled balloons, rigid with helium,
were tied. There was assorted gear,
and tie-down spots for perhaps fif-
teen more ships. Trodden paths led
to five evenly spaced spots at the
edge of the jungle. Raab said,
“Launcher emplacements. Two men
to a launcher?”
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“Probably.” Roos said, “if they’re
manned at all.”

“They’ll be manned,” Raab pre-
dicted. “If only against big triphibs
that might come in.” He watched
the workmen moving about. Their
idle talk came up faintly. Now and
then there was an outburst of laugh-
ter from the rec hall. He arrived at
an estimate. “Two hundred fifty
Links and about eighty prisoners.
Ouch.”

Ben, who’d been very. quiet lately,
put in, “There’ll be more if another
group comes in from patrol.”

Raab nodded unhappily. “We
can’t wait that long, then.” He
looked at Nik. “From the times
they were over your island, when
would you say they’re due in?”

“Not more than three hours after
sundown.”

“And tonight’s the night? For
sure?”

“Yes, sir. Unless the one that’s
due is the one you hit, and it’s de-
layed.”

“I’m sure it’s not,” Raab told him.
“There are three groups based here,
obviously. Well — we can take those
fixed launchers easily enough. But
then we’d have to get to one of the
ships fast, and get hand-bows. If we
could get most of them bottled up
in the buildings . . . We’ll have to
get the prisoners loose and armed
within a matter of minutes.”

Willie Wainer said, “It doesn’t
look like a very good chance, Skip-
per.”

“No,” Raab told him grimly, “but
it’s the best one we'll have. When
that group we hit gets back with the
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word, there’ll be no more careless-
ness.”

Ben put in suddenly, “Do you
trust me at all . . . sir?”

Raab turned his head to face him.
“How much would you trust me, if
the situation were reversed?”

Ben flushed but said doggedly,
“I’d like to try for the ship. You'l
have five launchers aimed at my
back. If I can get to the ship — the
one closest to the buildings — and
get its launchers manned, we cam
pin them down in the buildings for
a few minutes. Maybe hand bows
will be better. Anyway —"

Raab said, annoyed, “That’s go-
ing to be a desperate try. You might
look like a pin-cushion before you
got halfway there.”

Ben’s eyes turned to the ground.
“l . . . Raab, I was wrong about
your father. I was wrong to question
your command. I'd like to make it
up, if I could. If I try anything or
yellow out, you can — can shoot me
in the back.”

Watching his face, Raab couldn’t
feel angry. “All right,” he said,
“You've got the job. You'll only
have about five men. But we’ll re-
inforce you as soon as we can.”

All the rest of the afternoon, he
worried. He’d made another hasty
decision, and he wasn’t at all confi-
dent it would turn out right.

XIv

Half—altern Ben Sprake, Jr., lay
on mouldy leaves, with low-
hanging jungle branches jabbing at
the back of his neck. He could hear
the murmur of small talk from one
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of the Mederlink launcher emplace-
ments, and smell cigarette smoke.
From farther away, in the clearing,
came occasional raised voices of a
few mechanics still working. Lan-
terns had already been lit. A few
gleams came through the foliage.

He squirmed into a slightly less
uncomfortable position, then lay
wondering if something had gone
wrong with the plan.

There were rustlings all about
him, but he couldn’t tell whether
those were small jungle animals or
Raab’s men creeping into place. It
seemed to him a long time had
passed. He worried about the ani-
mals, too, though there weren’t
supposed to be any dangerous ones
here.

This would be his first combat,
and it didn’t feel good. He hoped he
wouldn’t get sick; it was hard
enough to fight the fear and the
weakness of his limbs and the tight-
ness of his chest muscles that made
it so hard to breath. He hoped very
fervently that Raab had called things
off, and wondered how long he’d
have to lie here before he dared
assume that. .

The sounds from the clearing
were fewer now, and the lanterns
seemed to be moving away. There
was only the very dim hooded light
from the emplacement.

He wondered if Raab would
bother to tell him if things had been
called off. Raab probably hated him
now. Raab would hate him if he
knew everything. If he hadn’t be-
lieved Reger’s vague hint that Raab
was planning something strange, and
left his own responsibility to go
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after Raab and spy, Oleeny would
probably still be alive and Gaffer
would be flying on the way home.
And of course, afterward, when he
suspected Reger, he should have
spoken up; but he’d have had to
admit his own dereliction of duty.
And he hadn’t been sure.

He’d been ‘a fool, the way he’d
let Reger lead him on with innocent-
sounding little remarks. But then,
Raab ought not to have humiliated
him the way he did. That wasn’t
the way one officer was supposed
to treat another, especially in front
of the men . . . even though he,
Ben, had been wrong about some
things.

Well, it was too late now. All he
could do was make sure he didn’t
turn coward this time. He’d lived
with his own cowardice all his life,
and that hadn’t felt good either. In
fist fights or knife fights or games
where he might get hurt, he’d al-
ways been a coward. He'd vowed so
many times to change. But the
trouble was, things happened so
suddenly you didn’t have a chance
to set yourself.

It must have been hours he’d been
lying here. He pondered unhappily
whether he should start crawling
away, and delayed that, more from
indecision than anything else.

Then bows twanged, and men
shouted or screamed in pain
and surprise. The whole jungle
seemed to erupt.

He told himself desperately, I've
got to ‘move; yellowing out now
would be worse than dying, worse
than having a knife or arrow pierce
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my flesh. With a terrible effort he
forced his unwilling muscles into
motion, and once he started, they
seemed to move of their own will.
The physical exertion actually made
him feel a little better. He plunged
through the foliage, skirted the em-
placement where three of the crew
stood staring down at two Link
bodies. He turned his eyes from the
blood, and cried out, “Come on!” in
a voice that shamed him by being
shaky and too high. He ran toward
the blimp nearest the buildings.

The shouting around the emplace-
ments had ended now, but all over
the clearing and in the buildings
other men were shouting. Arrows
and harpoons flashed toward the
few mechanics and guards still out-
side. They ran for the buildings, and
one or two of them went down,
screaming. Someone was shouting,
“The Armory! To the Armory!”
Ben saw him; a Link Skipper who'd
come out of the hangar. Arrows
converged on the man, but he was
already running and got to the
Armory door without being hit.
There were six men following Ben
now, and it began to look as if
they’d reach the ship safely. But ar-
rows began to come from the arm-
ory, and Ben’s fear suddenly be-
came the familiar sharp, paralyzing
thing. Still his legs kept pumping,
somehow. He heard a cry tossed a
glance behind him and saw Willie
Wainer go tumbling. It was too dark
to see where he was hit. He brushed
off the notion of stopping to help,
and forced himself on. He was gasp-
ing for breath now, and so exhaust-
ed he could hardly move.
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Then he was at the ship, and he
slammed awkwardly into the
basket, half stunning himself.

He clung for a moment, then
gathered all his strength and pulled
himself over the rail. The hand-
bows first, he thought; they’re much
faster. Others were tumbling in af-
ter him. He fumbled for the weap-
ons, nocked an arrow and sent it
toward a window of the Armory.
Harpoons were slamming into the
building now. The Links got the
wooden shields in place at the big
windows, and there were only the
narrow slits to shoot at. That
worked both ways; the men inside
couldn’t aim very well through the
slits. But arrows did come, and he
flinched every time one came near
him. He was shooting as fast as he
could now. The physical -effort
seemed to drive the fear away a
little.

Raab and several others burst in-
to sight, running for the stockade.
The men in the Armory couldn’t
concentrate much in that direction,
but someone in a Barracks had a
bow and an easy range. Ben cried
out, “Aim at him!” He dropped the
bow and groped for the lashings of
a launcher, got it loose and fumbled
for a harpoon while he cranked with
one hand.

He sent the missile at the door of
the Barracks, which was open a
crack, and slammed it wide open.
Other harpoons, from the emplace-
ments, streaked that way and the
men inside stopped shooting. A mo-
ment later someone shoved the door
shut and Ben heard a bolt thud in-
to place. But one of Raab’s small
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group was down and another was
limping badly.

They reached the stockade and
worked frantically at the gate. It
came open and men spilled out,
yelling. The rest of Gaffer’s crew—
plus Nik Roos’s men, but excepting
those still- manning the emplace-
ments—were at the ships now, grab-
bing hand-bows and cranking
launchers.

It was because Ben was so busy
watching for counter-attacks, and
because. of the dusk, that he didn’t
see the harpoon coming from the
Armory until it was almost upon
him.

He stared at it in fascination,
realizing in a flash that he wouldn’t
have time to dodge. Instinctively,
though, he was moving, and got
turned to the side so that it didn’t
hit him from the front and kill him
instantly. Even as it pierced his
body, missing the spine, and
slammed him hard against the other
side of the basket, his mind rejected
the fact. But he was lying there,
hardly able to squirm, and he could
feel his own blood flowing hot un-
der his uniform.

Wonder seized him that it didn’t
hurt more. There was a great pain
somewhere, but it was as if it were
walled away from him somehow,
so that he only got a faint spill-over.
The smell of blood was worse. His
mouth was open and he was afraid
he was going to scream, but what
came out, feebly, was “Raab .. .”
He clamped his lips on a whimper,
beginning to feel the pain now, and
the fright, and thinking that he
wouldn’t even know if they won.
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Then there were men swarming
around, grabbing bows, and Raab’s
voice said, as if from a distance,
“Fire arrows! Make some fire ar-
rows!” Then someone mentioned his
own name, also from a great dis-
tance, and then Raab was bending
over him. He took a breath te
speak, clenched his teeth in agony
at the motion of his lungs, managed
to whisper, “Are we—?”

Raab bent close. “They’re all
bottled up. We’ll let them surrender
a few at a time, and have them all
tied up before they realize how few
of us there are.” He seemed to be
speaking as clearly as he could, and
in detail, as if he understood Ben’s
anxiety.

Now Ben could feel death creep-
ing over him, and he was afraid, but
above that, he was proud. And he
knew Raab wouldn’t leave him.

XV

ess than seven weeks after the
departure from Lowry, Raab
stood at the forward rail of a Med-
erlink fighting blimp, staring ahead
and down at the lights of the mesa.
It was pre-dawn. The moons had
set. He could have been here two
or three days earlier, but he’d
chosen to stay with the other cap-
tured fighters, escorting four Hens
which were loaded down with glid-
ers, guano, food and weapons. But
they’d easily evaded what was left
of the blockade, and there hadn’t
been any trouble from the Links
pressed into service as paddlers (and
tied to their seats). Now he’d pulled
ahead to persuade the ground de-
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fenses, before they cut loose with
harpoons, that this wasn’t the en-
emy. They’d seen him against the
stars, of course; they would be wait-
ing for him to come within range.

The movable steering vanes made
navigating a lot easier than with
poor old Gaffer, the remains of
which he’d gathered up and brought
home. He ordered, “Constrict a
quarter-turn forward.” He still for-
got, sometimes, that it was Nik Roos
beside him instead of Ammet

Oleeny. He hadn’t put anyone in

Ben’s place, aft.

This ship’s pinger was a good
loud one. He struck it twice, paused,
struck it twice again with the little
mallet. No reply. He sent the signal
for ‘Parley’ again, then gave up.
They’d soon be in flute range.

Finally he got a reply to a flute

message. “Ship aloft; say again.
Message not clear.”
He sighed, and fluted again.

”Gaffer Il asking permission to
land. Skipper Raab Garan, com-
manding.”

There was a long wait,
“Come in slowly. No tricks.”

He turned his head aft. “Paddles,
quarter-speed.” He let his hands
rest on the levers that controlled the

then,

vanes. “Nik, will you strike a lan--

tern so they can recognize me?”
Unless, he thought, he looked as
much older and different as he felt.

They were slanting nicely toward
the tie-down spot outlined in lan-
terns. He could see individual faces
now; ground handlers waiting to

seize dangling ropes, bowmen with '

weapons ready. “Stop paddles.”
They settled close. He tugged at lev-
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ers to raise the nose a little. They
bumped gently.

middle-aged man in a Skipper’s

uniform came from the shad-
ows to peer. “By God! It is Raab
Garan!” His face hardened. “What
the devil?”

Raab put down a smoulder of
anger. “A captured ship, sir.” The
other’s longer time-in-rank made
him Raab’s senior. “There are more
coming. I'd like a signal-fire to call
them in.”

The senior Skipper, whose name
was Linder, looked bewildered and
undecided. “Garan, under the cir-
cumstances you can’t blame me for
taking precautions.”

Now a little anger did spill from
Raab. “Linder, it doesn’t matter
who blames who. Do you recognize
this man beside me?”

Linder peered, and ejaculated,
“Nik Roos! I thought he was dead!”

“So did a lot of people,” Raab
told him impatiently. “But he’s alive,
and he knows who the real traitors
were. There are two of them on—"
He stopped, realizing how many men
were listening. “Can you bring the
rest of my ships in? The crews have
been through a lot. And I'd like to
get to Admiral Kline as soon as I
can. Sir.”

Linder’s face turned dejected. “If
you'd only gotten here sooner. The
Admiral’s under house arrest, and
under heavy guard. I think—Raab,
it looks like surrender.”

“Surrender?” Raab fairly shouted.
“Why—" He forced himself :o
speak quietly. “Sir, with what I've
got—and what the Links have lost—
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we can wipe out the blockade! For
months, maybe. They’ll have to
send out a whole new fleet!”

Linder gestured hopelessly. “Even
if that’'s true—and you have to
admit it sounds fantastic—it’s too
late. The staff has decided to sur-
render to Mederlink.”

“The Staff!” The words burst

from Raab savagely. “Why, Linder-

—excuse me, Skipper.” He beck-
oned the man close and spoke in a
very low voice. “I’'ve got ships, glid-
ers, plenty of helium. What men I
have, except for prisoners, will face
up to whatever has to be done. They
won’t let a group of weaklings,
moved by traitors, order them into
surrender. How many men do you
have who’ll follow you?”

Linder looked shocked. then
amazed. He swept his eyes over
Raab’s crew; then spun back to
Raab, eyes blazing. “Yes! Free the
Admiral first thing; get some legal-
ity behind us! I'd better send mes-
sages, and make sure—" He started
away at a run, halted suddenly.
“Oh!” He gestured to an Altern.
“You, there. Help Skipper Garan
with a signal fire, and have hot
food and baths for those crews.
I'll be back!”

His voice trailed away as he left,
heading for the headquarters build-
ing.

Heart pounding, Raab climbed
out of the basket and started away
with the Altern.

From the blimp’s basket came
Cudebek’s chuckle. “It looks as if
the Skipper’s getting ready to ex-
ceed his orders—again.” END
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IF ©® Short Story

BUILD WE MUST

by DANNIE PLACHTA

We went to visit the Martians —

but they greeted us at the door!

When I was still very young —
angd still very foolish, I must
admit — I happened to encounter a
particularly intriguing theory regard-
ing the Martian moons. Some Soviet
astronomer had reasoned that the
twin moons of Mars were actually
gigantic artificial satellites. You may
recall the details; I won’t go that
far into it. But the speculations
sounded so damned possible.

In any event, it really fired my
imagination. Artificial satellites ten
miles in diameter . . . artifacts of a
vastly superior civilization . . . The
romantic fool in me demanded some
concrete action in a matter of such
obvious importance. It must have
been then that I caught the bug. So
I went through the whole bit and
became an astronaut.

Before I’'d completed my training,
most of our non-military space
operations had been placed under
international control. There’d been
a few spectacular and even tragic
failures by both sides in the space
race, and 1 guess that enough level

heads prevailed to allow all of us
the advantages of pooled resources.
Anyway, when our U.N.-sponsored
flight left as the first manned Mars
probe, we were one happy family.

I won’t bother running through
our flight roster. You read the pap-
ers; you watch TV; you know things
about us we've forgotten. What is
important is that a hundred thousand
miles Earthside of Mars, we were
met by one of their spaceships.

They eased the shock by radioing
ahead (yes, their English was quite
perfect) of their wish to meet us.
One of our people was to meet their
representative between, and outside
of, our respective ships. This was the
best technique because of our en-
vironmental differences. Since I was
the least willing, I was the man se-
lected to suit-up and rendezvous with
the Martian.

I won’t attempt to describe him
as he appeared to me in his space
suit. About all I saw of him was his
space suit, and that looked pretty
much like mine. He propelled him-
self over from his own craft very
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easily, and I struggled out to him as
well as I could. We floated alongside
each other at a distance of a few
feet—him free and in complete
contro]l of his movements, me twist-
ing at.the end of my umbilical line.
I felt a little foolish.

The alien spoke through my head-
set. “We have been putting off any
actual contact with your race,” he
said.

“Any special reason?” I asked
him.

“We are a peaceful race,” he re-
plied.

I guess I understood but didn’t
say anything. About that time I
tumbled over, and with an easy
motion he righted me.

“But we know nothing of you,”
I reminded the Martian. “Have
you—has your race —been here
long?”

“Approximately five hundred
thousand Earth-years,” he answered.

I didn’t say anything. The alien
went on.

“Our race is from another solar

system. We colonized this immediate
area.”

Like an utter idiot, I tumbled
again, and once more he
straightened me up.

He continued: “The point where
we settled was the optimum position
for the physical requirements of our
race — just the proper distance from
your star—an ideal location.

“But we were forced to make
some changes. There wasn’t suffi-
cient living space. Then too, the
planetary environment failed to mect
our needs. So we set out to do that
which was necessary. Fortunately
for our race, we succeeded.”

I suddenly remembered the old
pet theory. “Then you did build the
moons! You had to expand, and
alter the environment, so you con-
structed the twin satellites!”

“Oh, the moons were here when
we arrived, though in entirely dif-
ferent orbits. We did, however, have
to build the object you call Mars.”

END
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THE

KETTLE BLACK

by STEVE BUCHANAN

fMustrated by NODEL

Three Earthmen battled a whole
planet. Clearly the odds were
enormous — against the aliens!

I

tade had been a month dying

before he sent for Witten.

During that month he managed
to settle his affairs— not that there
was really much to do. An xenolo-
gist doesn’t accumulate a great deal
of money, and any man who travels
among the stars finds his friends
dead or aged past recognition when

he —still young — returns. During
the last week Stade lay in his room
and often reviewed his life.

Happily he found he had few
regrets — except for Witten.

As Stade waited for Witten to
arrive, he flipped through the
yellowed pages of the book, which
was expensive and very old. He
closed the book and placed it on
a bedside table, still unsure just how
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much to tell Witten. Perhaps he
should just present the antique as
a gift; Witten would eventually read
it. He’s still young, Stade thought.
It was only a year ago that we
returned from HD 27421 IV.

The survey ship had been deceler-
ating for over six months and
approached the star designated as
27421 in the ancient and much re-
vised Henry Draper catalogue with
a speed of only a few hundreds of
miles a second.

Since the primary purpose of the
survey was to find planets suitable
for colonization, the ship flashed past
the frozen outer planets content with
radiation analyses. While still near-
ly half a billion miles from the star
itself, the instruments on the ship
monitored artificial long-wave radio
signals originating on the fourth
planet.

Stade sat in a cubicle just.off
the control room composing tapes
while Witten, a dark youngster with
the powerful musculature peculiar
to the inhabitants of high gravity

planets, programmed a landing se-

quence into a computer. Both men
took pleasure in their work. Stade,
because at last he had access to
an alien culture in its unsullied
native state. Witten, because every
task connected with his first ex-
ploration mission was, at the very
least, interesting.

Witten read the information the
computer typed on a sheet of paper
and then walked over to Stade. “We
blast in about five minutes. You'd
better get strapped in.”

Stade nodded. “All right, I'll be
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there in a minute.” He carefully
marked his place and walked over to
an acceleration couch. “How many
G’s?””

“Up to ten.” Witten answered.
Stade winced and buckled himself
into the webbing.

A few minutes later the ship
shuddered as the drive increased
from one gravity of acceleration
to two. Witten spread his feet a
little wider apart as his weight in-
creased to nearly a quarter of a
ton.

The crew’s third and final mem-
ber, William Skinner, stepped into
the room. He was a huge man who
radiated an aura of strength and
alertness.

Skinner was a mech — more ma-
chine than man. Encased in steel
and plastic, only his brain and
spinal cord were left of his original
body, which had been irreparably
damaged years ago. “Is everything
ready?” Skinner asked.

“Yes. We go up to four G’s in
about two minutes.” Stade groaned
and Witten grinned at him.

Four hours later they were de-
celerating again at one gravity
along a course which would bring
them within orbiting distance of
the fourth planet.

. When they were only a few mil-
lion miles away, they used the ship’s
transmitters to send a recording of
some of the signals they had picked
up. They followed this recording
with a rendition of the numbers
from one to ten in both the con-
ventional and binary systems, a few
simple addition and subtraction
problems in both systems, and ended
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with Stade reading the first two
pages of the ship’s Official Cook-
book. They recorded the whole pro-
gram and rebroadcast it at hourly
intervals.

A few hours after they had blast-
ed again and established an
orbit some eighteen thousand miles
above the planet’s surface where the
ship could maintain a stationary
position in reference to the plan-
et’s surface, Stade was able to an-
nounce that contact had definitely
been made.

Witten had been idly turning from
one station to another, recording
choice bits of what might have been
the local equivalent of music, speech,
or something entirely different for
Stade’s ethnographic opus, when
Stade took off his earphones, tossed
them on the table top and stood up
from the console where he had been
alternately monitoring the ship’s
transmission and recording the re-
ceptions between the transmission
in search of a reply.

“Well, gentlemen, we’re in,” he
said. “They replayed our signal and
then followed it on the same band
with some stuff of their own. All
the stations on adjacent frequencies
have dropped off the air. I've start-
ed the contact computer on its
cycle. It’'s handling all their sig-
nals and progressing through those
first mathematical symbols to learn-
ing their language.”

“How long?” Skinner asked.

“We ought to be able to get to
the point where it can absorb data
from their ordinary radio programs
in three or four days if they work

THE KETTLE BLACK

with at night on at least two chan-
nels. After that, say thirty or forty
hours to be able to communicate
with them fluently.”

Skinner grinned and said, “Ah,
the wonders of cultural anthropolo-
gy, not to mention eybernetics. I
guess when and where we land is
next. Any suggestions? .

Stade answered, “P'd prefer to
land now. If we land near where
they seem to have established their
communication center, we'll be able
to accomplish more. The distance
makes it hard on them; they’re
probably throwing every kilowatt
they have at us now.”

“Is there any sign of a division
of the planet into nations?” Witten
asked. “I wouldn’t like to be A-
bombed because one country thinks
we’re giving military secrets to an-
other.”

Skinner said, “Well, for one thing,
there aren’t any indications of any
kind of an atomics industry or of
space travel either, for that mat-
ter. I'd say that in thirty or forty
years they’ll have both. The sen-
sor’s haven’t picked up any radia-
tion. I'm for landing now, too.
There are two main continents, one
of which is mostly desert and ap-
parently is almost uninhabited. The
other looks like a political unity.
At least, there aren’t any armed
frontiers or outposts.

“Where are we going
her down?”

“Right next to their second larg-
est city. It’s the source of the sig-
nals we've been receiving. I've
picked out what looks like a good
spot — here.”
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Stade made some adjustments on
a console and successive pictures
flashed on the big screen. Finally
he found the one he wanted and
pointed out the spot he had picked.
It was a broad plain about thirty
miles from the city.

Witten went back to playing with
the radio while Stade and Skinner
compared - the infra-red scannings
with the visual picture. Finally they
agreed to land as soon as Stade
got his equipment in order.

II

n a little over two hours the ship

dropped down onto the plain.
They had taken the last leg of
their approach slow and easy, and
before they were far into the at-
mosphere a group of airplanes were
swarming around below them.

Skinner mumbled something about
ramming one of the planes that
buzzed them. Stade reported that
they were being scanned by radar.
After the ship came to rest, the
men stayed in their seats for a
moment. Witten looked at the
screen and watched the clouds of
dust settle outside the ship. Once
a plane shot past overhead. An-
other plane passed across the screen
only fifty or so feet above the
ship’s nose.

“Damn it,” Skinner said as he
reached forward and made an ad-
justment on the board in front of
him. “Another twenty feet and he’d
have hit the defensive screen and
been burned. 'm going to set the
discriminator to burn anything that
flies within fifty yards that is under
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half the size of their smallest plane.”

“Do you really think that’s neces-
sary? I mean setting up the screen
at all?” Stade asked mildly. “We
could spot the concentration of any
offensive force in advance and turn
on the screen then.” He went on
more strongly, “I'd hate to start
something and ruin our chances
of completing our work through an
accident.”

“Yeah,” Skinner answered. “I
can see us spotting one of those
planes launching a missile and get-
ting the screen up before it gets
here. Sorry, but you've got no
precedence. Check the regulations.”

Witten had walked to the screen
and had been studying it while the
other two argued. He saw some-
thing and increased the magnifica-
tion. “I think I see a possible con-
centration of — uh — offensive
force. In advance, even.”

Skinner checked the screen and
the radar. He whistled, “Yes, an
armored convoy of about twenty
vehicles leaving from the city, and
about eight or ten big choppers
right above them.”

The three of them watched the
screen for awhile and then finally
cut the picture back to normal
magnification. The cloud of dust
which marked the progress of the
convoy was still visible.

Stade said, “Well, that’s to be
expected. They’ll probably put
enough armor around us to wage
a war.” He glanced at Skinner
and then continued, “We can set
the discriminator not to burn any-
thing on the ground travelling under
a certain speed.”
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The convoy deployed in a circle
about a hundred yards in diameter
with the ship at its center. Some of
the vehicles ran on treads and ob-
viously utilized some sort of internal
combustion engine for power. There
were also smaller, swifter vehicles
which ran on wheels. The men
kept to the ship and followed de-
velopments through closed-circuit
television and radar and infra-red
scanners.

About an hour after the first con-
voy arrived, a second, larger group
pulled in. They too deployed in a
circle around the ship. In the con-
trol room Skinner and Witten
watched the tanks rumble into
position. Stade was below checking
his precious computer. They drank
coffee and watched as they were
watched in turn.

The next two days passed with-
out incident.

The natives did not approach
closer than about fifty yards. They
threw up some prefabricated build-
ings outside the circle of tanks and
artillary. A shipment of what
looked like scientific equipment
arrived and was assembled. Skinner
grumbled about ray guns and disin-
tegrators. The men took numerous
photographs of the inhabitants and
occasionally ventured outside the
ship in a suit to let the natives have
a look at them.

The planet’s owners turned out
to be about seven feet tall, rather
thin, and at least superficially
humanoid. Their skin was a ma-
hogany brown. They had binocular
vision, but their oblong skulls

THE KETTLE BLACK

seemed devoid of hair, ears, nose,
or anything resembling a mouth.
Witten mused over the problem of
how they ate but was unable to
come up with any answer. The men
never strayed more than a few

-yards from the ship, and the natives

made no attempt to approach.
Skinner surmised that they had
probably detected the radar sensor
screen around the ship and perhaps
had deduced something of its pur-
pose.

“Anyway, they probably figure
the next move is up to us,” he said.

Finally Stade came up to the
control room with a sheet of what
looked like teletype paper. “It’s fin-
ished,” he announced. “The machine
will keep improving, increasing its
vocabularly - and correcting itself,
but these are just refinements. I
just sent them a message saying
that we are a scientific expedition,
wished them long lives and good
luck, and told them we’d only be
here for a short time. We struck
a bargain: they answer my ques-
tions, and I answer theirs.”

“No doubt they want to know
how to build a spaceship and how
to live forever?” Skinner asked.

“Not exactly. Their first ques-
tions were about our equipment.
The computer stil doesn’t have the
scientific vocabulary it needs, bu:
the way they’re shoveling inform:.-
tion in, it’s only a matter of a dav
or so before it will be able to an-
swer most of what they want to
know. They've divided themselves
into two groups, one group to frame
their questions and the other to
answer mine. P'm using part of the
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computer as a translator and feed-
ing their questions to the ship’s
computer.”

“And you’re giving them the in-
formation to build a fusion con-
verter, right? Or have you gotten
around to that yet?” Skinner asked.

“That is one of the questions
on their list. We don’t have the
vocabularly yet, but we will.” He
paused and looked at Skinner for
a moment before he continued.
“Yes, I'll give them the equations
and a description of the condi-
tional requirement. That’s all I can
do since I don’t know their tech-
nology. Look, Skinner, what dif-
ference does it make? Even with
the information, it will take them
at least five or ten years to develop
the techniques they’ll need to
build anything. Besides, they’ll have
it themselves in a century or so.”
His voice took on a pleading note
as he went on. “Please, Skinner.
I'm asking for your help. I’'ve even
got a release from administration
that covers everything. Okay?”

kinner was silent. Finally he

nodded.

Stade said, “Witten, you can keep
an eye on the computer. It’s al-
ready programmed for the next thir-
ty hours. I'll be back before then.
They’ve asked me to visit the city
for some kind of ceremony. I ought
to...”

“No.” Skinner cut him off. “For-
get it. You're not going.”

Stade seemed amazed. “Now
wait a minute. Why shouldnt 1
go?r”

“Do I have to explain it to you?

We can’t trust them. Who knows
what they’re up to? Beg off some-
how.”

Stade was getting angry. “You
just can’t tell me what I can and
can’t do. There’s nothing to cover
this in the book. I can call a vote,
and I'm doing it.” He looked over
at Witten. “Well?”

Witten was caught off guard. He
looked from one to the other and
hesitated.

Stade said, “Phil, if I don’t go,
besides missing film of the city,
we may insult them or really mess
things up. I gather this is quite
an important ceremony. Please?”

Witten looked at Skinner, who
said nothing. Witten said slowly,
“Well, if it’s important, I vote yes.”

For a long moment no one said
anything. Then Stade broke the
silence. “It’s settled then. No doubt
you’ll want this vote recorded,
Skinner. Witten, if you'll . . .”

“It’s not quite settled,” Skinner
said in a low voice. “There’s just
one thing; I'm going, not you.”

“Wh_y?”

“For a lot of reasons. I’'m more
experienced for one thing. You
know I've been on contact missions
before.”

Stade traded looks with Witten,
who only shrugged. “Okay, Skin-
ner, but you’ve got to promise to
take it easy. I don’t think you'd do
anythiing on purpose, but if some-
thing goes wrong, and I think it
was your fault, I'll see that you're
finished. I want you to wear a re-
corder.”

Skinner smiled and said, “You
forget just one thing. If something
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happens, I probably won’t be com-

ing back.”
Stade looked at him for a second
and then grinned. “Right.” He

looked at his watch. “You'd bet-
ter get moving. You’re due over at
their shack in about forty-five min-

utes. I'll rig up a field relay umit’

for you so you can stay linked to
the ship no matter where you are.”

Witten followed Skinner below
to help him suit up.

Despite the light gravity, which
was only about two-thirds earth
normal, Skinner chose an armored
suit with a jump attachment. Witten
guessed that the suit and its con-
tents, even on this planet, must
weigh a thousand pounds or more.
Skinner moved easily in the suit
even though the power attachments
hadn’t been activated. He clanked
into the armory and looked over the
racks of mobile weapons. Witten
followed him. After some delibera-
tion Skinner selected a heavy laser
beamer and had Witten strap the
power pack to his back.

Stade stepped into the room and
frowned at his heavily armed ship-
mate, but said nothing. Skinner
slung a belt of fusion grenades over
his shoulder and went into the
other compartments to get his hel-
met. Stade looked at Witten and said
“peevishly, “Good God! Youd think
he was going to start a war. If he
thinks he’s going to pull some-
thing funny, he’d better think
again.”

“Take it easy,” Witten answered.
“I don’t blame him. If 1 were go-
ing wandering around on an un-
explored planet, I'd take a cee-
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bomb or two. Relax, he’s playing it
straight.”

They followed Skinner to the
airlock. Stade handed him a plastie-
encased gadget on a shoulder strap.
“Here’s the relay. 'l be in touch
with you every minute.” He stuck
out his hand.

Skinner held up an armored fist
and said, “You don’t want to shake
this.” He pulled on the helmet and
Witten fastened its seal.

A few minutes later they watched
the huge figure stride towards the
line of squat vehicles. His steps
raised small puffs of dust.

Time dragged for the men in the
ship. Skinner didn’t seem in-
clined to make any comments, and
apparently the natives communicated
their instructions to him by ges-
ture and example rather than by the
medium of the computer. Witten and
Stade sat in the computer room
and watched the translator chatter
out an occasional message from the
natives. Stade read the communica-
tions to Skinner, who either com-
plied with the request or, if an
answer was required, gave his re-
ply to Stade, who sent the answer
back via the translator. The system
was rather cumbersome, but it was
effective. After about forty-five min-
utes Skinner announced that he had
reached the city. A few moments
later the suit monitor lights winked
out.

Stade turned with a puzzled frown
on his face and said to Witten,
“He probably went into a building
with a metal frame. The suit mon-
itor works on regular F.M. I didn’t
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rig up a circuit for it on the field
unit.” Nevertheless he flicked a
button and spoke into the micro-
phone. “Skinner, are you still with
us?”

“Sure,” the radio crackled. “We
just walked into a really big build-
ing. Right now I'm in a large hall.
Looks like a church. This must be
the place. There are a lot of pom-
pous looking bastards standing
around. Don’t worry, I'll let you
know if I get shot or anything.”

“Fine. We were just wondering.”
Stade put the mike back on the
table and turned to Witten. “I knew
there wouldn’t be any trouble. Now
I wish I'd held out and gone my-
self.”

Witten said, “The recorder will
pick up everything. They’re probably
giving him the keys to the city
now.”

I

In the city Skinner walked through
a long hall, glancing upwards
occasionally to the vaulted ceiling
high above. He was enjoying him-
self. His guide led him to a highly
decorated pavilion-like structure un-
der which a table sat. Around it
stood six or seven natives; they were
dressed ornately with glittering
robes  and metal bands around their
oddly jointed fingers. Skinner was
on the point of saying something
to the men in the ship when sud-
denly one of the members of his
escort raised a hand gun and fired
directly at him.

For an instant Skinner was
stunned, then he whirled and caught
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the native a back-handed blow with
his armored hand. Skinner looked

- down at his side where the gun had

been aimed. The front of the field
unit was smashed.

Skinner shook off his surprise and
looked around; the whole scene
seemed in slow motion. There were
armed greenies everywhere. He an-
ticipated a rush, and was surprised
when it didn’t come. He swung his
head from side to side; he was
missing something, and he knew
it.

Skinner sensed a movement above
him and looked up just in time
to see a heavy metal net fall to-
wards him.

The net dropped over him and
its weight pressed down. He en-
gaged the suit’s gyro and power
equipment and managed to keep
his feet. The natives at the edges
of the net hurried to fasten it to
the floor. Skinner flicked his right
arm and the laser projector flashed
into his hand from its sheath on his
forearm like an opening switch
blade.

Skinner stood upright and watched
them fasten the net to cleats in
the floor. Easy does it, he re-
minded himself. Obviously they
want me alive. Skinner laced the
fingers of his left hand through
the links of the net and pulled. He
strained, and as the net held he
saw the power indicator on the
tiny panel in the helmet climb into
the overload zone. Then the net
parted with a sound like the mesh-
ing of gears.

Instantly he was hit by a hail
of bullets from his tormentors. The
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projectiles bounced off his armor
and whined into the crowd. Buffeted
by’ the concussions, he staggered
through the rent in the net. The
tiify hot eye of the laser winked
wlhiite.

€C¢T ook, the carrier beam from
the field unit just stopped,”
Stade said.

“What?”

“Skinner isn’t transmitting any-
more. Wait a minute. Maybe it’s
our receiver.” Stade checked the
instrument board and then said, “No.
we’re receiving. He just isn’t trans-
mitting.”

“Try calling him,” Witten said.
Stade tried, but there was no re-
sponse.

The translator began to click
as a message was typed out. Stade
said, “Maybe this will tell us what’s
going on.” He waited until the
machine quit clicking and then tore
off the sheet. “There. I thought it
might be something like this. They
say the field unit was dropped and
it seems to be broken. Skinner will
complete the tour and will be back
here in a few hours.”

Witten didn’t say anything. The
whole thing didn’t sound right. He
frowned and tried to decide what
he should do.

If the greenies were telling the
truth, he could make a fool of
himself and mess up the whole
mission by doing the wrong thing
now. And yet, the communicator
was a sturdy machine. He couldn’t
imagine it being broken by being
dropped.

Stade chattered on peevishly, “I
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knew I should have gone myself. He
can’t possibly get anything ao-
complished without the translator.
I guess I should have —” He broke
off as Witten stood up.

“Im going into the city. Tell
them that I'm bringing him a re-
placement unit and that either they
can fly me in one of their chop-
pers, or I can take the flitter.”

“But I don’t even have a re-
placement. I've got the components,
but he’ll be back before I can
assemble them.”

“It doesn’t make any difference.
I just want to check on him. Make
me up a dummy unit. No. I'll take
one of the survey relays. It ought
to have plenty of power. You can
relay it into the translator.” Witten
turned and headed for the suit
room.

Stade, talking excitedly, followed
him. “Witten, now calm down. May-
be you ought to take him a radio,
but let’s talk this over. We ought
to find out . . .”

Witten turned on him and said,
“Shut up. I'm going. Now get on
the translator and tell them what I
said.” Stade shut up but followed
him down to the suit room. The two
walked down the corridor in a
strained silence.

As Witten was suiting up, an

alarm rang somewhere in the
ship. Stade stepped to a wall mon-
itor and dialed into the ship’s com-
munications system.

His face was white when he
looked up from the screen. “The
magnetic sensors just recorded three
peaks that would correspond to the
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effect of three fusion grenades be-
ing exploded at a low yield. The
seismograph got them too. I can’t
triangulate, but they’re on a line
which extends through the city. The
magnitude is about right for there
if they were fusion grenades.“

Witten continued adjusting the
suit. “Get up there and tell them
what I told you. I'm taking the
flitter. Skinner already programmed
the weapons system to blast all that
junk guarding us if they fire, so
don’t worry about the ship.”

Stade scampered from the room
without a word. Witten grabbed a
rapid-fire rocket launcher and two
belts of ammunition from the arm-
ory, and an atomic torch and a
radio from the survey equipment.
He climbed up to where the flitter
sat snut in its launching tube. As
he was checking out the little plane’s
instruments, the whole ship was
buffeted with a series of shudders.

Witten clicked on the radio and
said, “Hey! What’s going on?”

A moment later Stade’s voice
crackled in his ear. “They opened
fire on us. The laser screen vapor-
ized the first two shells. Skinner
must have programmed the system
to open fire on the third shell. The
beams burned everything they set
up and the tanks. The planes are
down too. Are you- about ready?”

“I'm gone,” Witten said and de-
nressed the launching lever. The lit-
tle craft shot out from the mother
ship on ducted-fan air jets.

Instantly it was picked up by the
ship’s weapons system, but before
the lasers released their blast of
energy, a signal from a transmitter
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in the flitter identified it as a
friend to the ship. Witten looked
into the flitter’s viewing screen and
smiled mirthlessly.

Below him were piles of smokx;;g
slag that had once been armorsd
vehicles. When the flitter hit Mach
I, he cut in the ram jets. The ship
was still accelerating when he
reached the outskirts of the city.
Witten checked a direction finder
and began to cut his speed as he
flew in a wide circle just above
the tallest of the city’s buildings. A
red light flashed on the panel in
front of him, and he looked into
the screen just in time to see a
plane explode somewhere above
him.

Compared to the sophisticated sys~
tem of the starship, the flitter’s
weapon’s weren’t much; but they
were more than a match for the
turbojet and prop competition they
were up against.

Witten completed the triangula-
tion of the signals from Skinner’s
suit monitor. He should have been
close enough for voice contact
through the suit radio, but he was
unable to raise the other man.

Witten flipped a switch and spoke
to Stade. “This is Witten. I'm going
to bail out right over the triangula-
tion point. Take remote control of
the flitter and make some diversion-
ary attacks on the other side of the
city. You might drop a low-yield
bomb or two. Be careful and don’t
fry us, though. I'll call you when
I need you, okay?” Stade agreed
and Witten cut off the radio and
opened the emergency exit to his
right. He checked his radio, direc-
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tion finder, and weapons. Finally
he adropped into space.

Witten fell free until he was
W about three hundred feet
above the surface, and then he cut
in the suit’s jets and slowed his
descent.

Below him row on row of ten
and twenty story buildings were
crowded together. Witten dropped
to the ground near one of these
buildings and took a reading on the
signal. That way. He started down
the narrow street in the long strides
~haracteristic of power suit locomo-
tion. Funny that there aren’t any
people out, he thought. Once or
twice he saw a few greenies scur-
rying around corners at his ap-
proach.

He had just stopped to take an-
other reading when a tremendous
clang sounded in his ears and
simultaneously something jarred the
suit.

Immediately he realized some sort
of projectile had bounced off the
suit’s armor. Witten whirled around
and saw a group of four or five
greenies taking aim at him from a
distance of about fifty yards. Again
the clang and jar.

Witten raised the rocket launcher,
thumbed the warhead setting to a
minimal reading, and squeezed the
trigger. An instant later there was
a bright flash followed by a tre-
mendous concussion.

He trotted around the next cor-
ner and knew he had found Skin-
ner. Four tanks were pulled up in
a semi-circle with their guns facing
the entrance of a building. Fifty or
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a hundred greenies were hastily
throwing up barricades. There were
four or five semi-portable weapons
of some kind covering another door
on the adjacent side.

Witten ducked back around the
corner and considered his position.
He became aware of a series of dull
explosions somewhere in the dis-
tance. Probably Stade and the flit-
ter, he thought. Witten decided to
enter the building through the door
nearest him. If he could knock out
the tanks and get inside before
they brought up the portable
weapons, he would be home safe.
Small-arms fire didn’t worry him too
much; the suit’'s armor seemed to
have handled it well so far. Witten
stuck his head carefully around the
corner again and studied the en-
trance.

What if the door was locked? He
wouldn’t have time to try to figure
it out. He hefted the atomic torch
and adjusted its position so he could
get to it easily. Every second was
going to count. He dialed the suit
to emergency power.

Now! Witten stepped around the
corner and dropped to one knee.
He raised the launcher and took
aim.

The blast from the first ex-
plosion ruined his aim on the sec-
ond tank. However, he judged -the
near-miss had done enough damage.
He was more careful on the third
and fourth shots and scored direct
hits. An instant after the last shot
he was up and running.

ost of the greenies who had
been deployed around the
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tanks had disappeared; here and
there a mangled trunk or an arm

or leg lay on the ground. When he -

was only a little over half way to
the entrance, a. puff of dust a few
steps ahead informed him that some
of the opposition was still alive. A
second later he suffered the fami-
liar impact and concussion of a hit
on his suit.

Witten looked over his shoulder
as he ran and saw greenies in al-
most every window of the building
across the street. The snouts of
heavy weapons protruded from sev-
eral windows. He fired four or five
shots over his shoulder without miss-
ing a stride and was gratified to see
the front of the building collapse.
Running past the tank he had al-
most missed, he noticed globules of
metal had formed on one side where
armor plate had liquified, run and
solidified.

Witten reached the entrance amid
a hail of bullets. He pushed the
door, but it failed to open. There
was no sign of a knob. He was rais-
ing the torch when a tremendous ex-
plosion smashed him into the side
of the building. .

Witten climbed up out of the
rubble; the damned door was still
closed. He flipped on the torch.
Witten cut through the lock mechan-
ism and kicked open the door amid
a splatter of molten metal.

The interior of the building was
pitch black to his half-blinded eyes.
Another shell landed just short out-
side and knocked him through the
doorway. Witten scrambled around
the corner on his hands and knees
and hurried on down the corridor
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so as to be out of the line of fire.
The place was built like a fort; the
walls were of stone and about two
feet thick. The direction finder
pointed to the interior of the buil
ing, so Witten took the first corridor
to the left. It ended in a heavy
metal door. This time he didn’t
even hunt for the knob or the latch
or whatever the inhabitants used for
opening doors. Witten used the torch
and stepped through the door.

Inside was a gloomy hall littered
with piles of smoking rubble. The
only light came from a circular sky-
light in the vaulted ceiling some fif-
ty feet above. His light cut a swath
through the smokey air.

Witten knew he had to move fast.
There was no telling how long it
would be before the greenies got
up enough nerve to follow him into
the building. What had kept them
out in the first place?

He played the light over the floor
and started towards the center of
the room. The beam picked out a
lean brown corpse. He stopped
rolled the body over with his foot,
and studied it for a second before
going on.

Its lower jaw had been torn off
and on one arm was a livid hand-
print in crushed flesh.

He stumbled on three more bod-
ies before he reached the center of
the room. Two of them had been
burned nearly in two by a beamer,
and the other seemed to have been
bludgeoned to death.

Witten switched the suit’s loud-
speaker to its highest volume and
called Skinner’s name several times.
He listened after the echoes had
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died away, but there was no reply.

Witten checked the direction fin-
dér, but the needle flickered wildly
about. He played the light around
theé circumference of the room and
understood why the greenies were
still outside. Aside from the door by
which he had entered, there was
only one other entrance to the
building; it opened directly into the
hall. It was barricaded with fur-
niture and the wall near it was
criss-crossed with beamer scars. He
pictured the greenies trying to rush
the door against a laser beam; it
would be hopeless.

Skinner must be somewhere in
the room.

Suddenly the whole building
rocked to a terrific explosion. Plas-
ter fell like snow and at the front
of the room a huge beam crashed
to the floor. Witten flashed his light
over to where he had seen a- slight
movement.

A second later he was kneeling at
Skinner’s side.

v

The huge frame was propped up
against the top of an over-
turned table. Skinner still held his
beamer tight in his fist. Witten
shined the light into Skinner’s face
and then flashed it hastily away.

What he had seen sickened him.
The synthaflesh was blackened and
contracted by heat, and the left side
of the face, including the eye,
seemed to have been scraped away.
Metal gleamed through in several
places. The other eye, however,
gleamed with life. Witten realized
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that either the speech or auditory
equipment, or both, must be dam-
aged.

“Skinner, can you hear me?” His
voice boomed out with earthshatter-
ing strength and echoed through
the hall. Witten thumbed the volume
down.

Skinner shook himself and waved
his right hand weakly. A sound like
a cross between a cough and a belch
issued from his ruined face. He
shook his head and tried again. The
result was no better. “Take it easy,”
Witten said. “I'll have you out of
here in a minute. Can you walk?”

Skinner shook his head negatively.
Witten shined the light over his
body and immediately wished he
hadn’t. What he saw was, if any-
thing, worse than the face.

The left side was crushed and the
left leg, from the knee down,
seemed to have been cleanly amp-
utated by some colossal knife. Wit-
ten kept reminding himself that it
wasn’t flesh and blood, only steel,
plastic, and wire. “Are you in pain?
Is there anything I can do?”

Skinner shook his head no to
both questions. However, he made
no effort to get up.

Witten tried to think. Obviously
he couldn’t call the flitter down now
and load what was left of Skinner
into it; the greenies would blast him
into pieces the minute he stepped
out of the building. Only the great
speed of the power suit had saved
him before. Carrying Skinner, he
wouldn’t have a chance. He flipped
on the radio. “Stade?”

“Yes. I'm here.” The quickness of
his reply conjured up a picture of
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him sitting expectantly on the edge
of his chair. “Have you found Skin-
ner yet?”

“Yes.” Witten paused. “He’s in
pretty bad shape. Thanks for keep-
ing them off our backs. Now listen,
here’s what you do. Project a circle
about ten miles in diameter with us
in the center. Launch six missiles
from the ship. Have each one punch
in equidistantly around the rim of
the circle. Adjust the yield settings
so we get a fourth-magnitude blast
here.”

“Good God! That’ll destroy the
whole city . . .”

“Do it,” Witten cut him off, “ex-
actly at 17:23. That’s seven minutes
from now. Okay? 17:23 on the sec-
ond.” ,

“All right.”

Witten snapped off the radio
and stood up. He said to
Skinner, “Let me know if you want
anything.” He picked the big man
up and slung him over his shoulder.

Even in the power suit, it was
rough going. He took a roll of wire
from his belt and lashed the other
man to him as best he could. Ab-
ruptly Witten wondered why the
greenies had been quiet for so long.
Of course, they had other things on
their minds.

Which way out?

He eyed the two doors and tried
to make up his mind. The issue was
decided for him as the main door
and most of the barricade in front
of it disintegrated in a jarring ex-
plosion. Witten staggered but kept
his feet. Should he make a run for
the other door? Already greenies
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were swarming in the just-opened
aperture. Weighed down as he was,
they’d catch him before he made it.
Okay, right down the gut.

Witten swung the torch up and
trotted towards the main entrance.
Ten or fifteen greenies had climbed
through the tangle of wreckage that
still partially blocked the entrance.
They seemed thrown into confusion
at his approach. Before they could
fire, Witten switched on the torch.

Although he was still twenty feet
away from them, the effect was
more than sufficient. They were
subjected to a wave of heat that im-
mediately roasted the ones directly
in front of the torch and set fire
to the uniforms of those around
its periphery. Several exploded in a
confusion of detonating ammunition
belts; others afire clambered fran-
tically over the rubble, already dead
without knowing it. One of them
blundered directly into Witten, who
grabbed the thin neck in one mailed
fist and squeezed. The thing weakly
flailed its limbs. Witten squeezed
harder and felt something snap. Its
eyes bulged out incredibly, and a
hair-thin vertical line suddenly
dilated into a gaping hole that cov-
ered half of its face.

So that’s how they eat, Witten
thought, and tossed the body aside.

He stopped just inside the en-
trance and stuck his head around
the corner. Witten found himself
almost face to face with another
group of greenies. The surprise was
mutual. He managed to get his
torch up and on before his oppon-
ents could raise their heavy weap-
ons, though several lighte