























































































































































































































































































































































































































here. This isn’t the first galaxy
they’ve conquered. Don’t yeu think
they’d move in toward the Hub
sooner or later?”

“Sooner or later!” Egral’s short-
muzzled face showed disgust, “Soon-
er or later! How do I know what
might have happened ten generations
from now? It’s my tail — » he waved
that truncheon-like member for
emphasis — “that’s in a crotch now.
I had absolutely no right to bargain
with you — I, a mere linguist —
no right or qualification at all! You
bamboozled me into it!” He shifted
his weight jerkily. “The mildest thing
I've been accused of is treason.”

Steve muttered, “They’ll never ac-
cuse you of being inarticulate.”
Louder, he said, “Since you’ve con-
demned me, tell me the details so I
can brood over my crime. Have you
actually seen Gree ships? Have you
located their Base?”

Egral snorted. “Seen them? There
was a skirmish, and they were better
prepared than we were. Two of our
capital ships are lost in null. The
ones that got home are damaged.
We know the approximate location
of the Base.- We captured one small
auxiliary, with navigation computers
intact,”

Steve sighed. “Your High Com-
mand was warned that you can’t
fight Gree with just capital ships.”

Egral scowled. “We're building
esoorts, somewhere. Naturally —
now — I’'m no longer privy to classi-
fied information.”

“Privy, eh?” Steve grunted.
“You’ve really mastered English. Are
you close enough to the privy to
know if the Base is being scouted?”
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Egral, without lecking any less
angry, showed his fangs in a grin.
“My superiors see no reason to risk
a perfectly good ship.and loyal per-
sonnel. I'm to accept your offer to
volunteer. You and your two com-
panions and I will go in the cap-
tured ship. We won’t know the way
back, in case we're captured. We'll
have small message drones, but we
won’t know to where they’re pro-
grammed. If we survive initial con-
tact, and if we send out adequate
data, and if we can destroy the null
terminal so Gree can’t send rein-
forcements, my superiors may risk
trying to pick us up instead of blast-
ing the whole planet.”

Steve digested that. “As easy as
that, eh?”

The Remm said, “I was sure
you’d be delighted, and so am I.
The Tribunal considering my case
has been reading ancient history.
Before we became over-civilized,
we used some interesting forms of
punishment.”

Through the viewscape, the planet
showed no sign of habitation.
It was one of the discus-shaped
worlds so common here, with a core
of the dense matter Steve still
couldn’t think of as normal, which
showed a polarization of gravity
along its axis of spin. From this
angle the banding showed clearly:
an iced pole, a dark brown tundra-
zone, then a wide greenness stretch-
ing to the equatorial clouds.
Fazzool, the gray-hided B’lant,
looked up from his instruments. “If
I have ze physics right, gravity half-
way between ze pole and ze equator
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should be about zero point seven.”

Steve said, “They’d put the Base
in higher gravity if they had a choice,
so personnel wouldn’t get.soft. Do
you still place it here?”

“Zat is where ze only electro-
magnetic spill comes from.”

Steve glanced at Egral, who look-
ed on, tail twitching. “Better get the
backpacks ready.” Steve put the ship
in a fall, and spoke hurriedly for
his throat-mike. “Emergency! Em-
ergency! Do you have a fix on us?
We have only partial control! If
you’ll set a landing-spot, we’ll try
to — “He pushed a computer-stud,
and preprogrammed static drowned
out his words. The ship bucked, the
image of the planet whisking off-
screen and back. Steve’s companions
were shouting wildly in B’lant and
English, Steve yelled over the din,
“Our gravs — ”

An Overseers’s voice came through
harshly. “Identify yourself, Slave!”

“J-Jen, sir; 377-03-50! We took
heavy damage and I'm ranking sur-
vivor! But I'm net — the con-
trols — ”

The voice snarled, “Stay in space,
you fooll We'll send up a rescue
ship. Check your fall, or we’ll blast
you!”

Steve let the static roar again. He
threw a glance at the others, then
watched the viewers. A light blinked
orange. A missile-launching. Qrange
lines grew toward the center of a
scope. He put the ship in an erratic,
jerking course; struggled out of his
seat, hanging on with one hand as
Egral slipped packstraps over the
other shoulder. He let go long
enough to shrug into the harness,
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then pulled himself to the controls.
He yelled at Fazzool, “See any open
spots?”

The B’lant jabbed a gray finger
at the screen. “Zat lake!”

Steve punched studs; braced him-
self. “Thirty seconds!” Air was
shrieking around the hull now. The
sound became deafening as the hatch
shot open. Fazzool crouched in the
opening, staring down. A blast rock-
ed the ship as a missile went off near-
by. Fazzool waited a few seconds,
then jumped. Egral went next, his
great form barely clearing the
hatchedges. Steve, nerves screaming,
shoved Earth-born Ralph Parr
through the hole, then followed. The
lake rushed toward him. His harness

.grav cut in gradually, so there was

no jerk. He saw Egral plunge in and
braced himself for the impact. He
hit and floundered for a moment,
then swam desperately for the pale-
green wall of trees, his pack weight-
ing him down. He was almost
stunned as another missile went off
somewhere, followed by a rattling
detonation as the ship blew up. He
caught a glimpse of Egral slowly
pulling ahead of him He blundered
into something below water — a gi-
ant tree-root — and pulled himself
along it. °

The Remm was already standing
hock-deep, a hand extended. Steve
let himself be hauled out, steed
gasping, then turned to look for the
others. Fazzool, grinning as widely
as his blunt, thick-skinned face could
manage, waded in. Ralph Parr
grounded a moment later, bent
coughing up water, then slogged
forward. Steve gestured toward a
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fan of the enormous roots. “Out of
sight!”

There were no more explosions,
and no whoosh of aircars within
hearing. He’d timed it well; the ship
had paused over the lake long enough
for them to jump, then shot off to
draw away missiles. There were
Slave Warrior corpses enough in one
compartment — preserved by the
cold of space — to make the wreck-
age convincing, he hoped.

Energy-pistol in hand, he took
time to look around.

I

his was a swamp, choked with
! trees and undergrowth except
for the open lake. It had a peculiar
odor, besides the dankness — a
sweetish one that reminded him of a
hospital or laboratory. The trees were
tremendous, but he couldn’t see
much of them through the under-
growth. That was mainly of one kind
— ferns, he supposed youd call
them — with straight slender stems
to a height of ten feet or so, then
bursts of pale-green foliage that
made him think of enormeus ostrich
plumes.

He stepped out cautiously to see
what they’d taken cover under. Some
of the roots were as thick as a
man. They fanned out from a great
burl or tuber that must be a hundred
feet across. From that buttress four
monstrous treetrunks rose, the small-
est of them twenty feet through at
the base. Fifty feet up, the limbs
began.

They were striaght and hori-
zontal, only long enough to brush
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those of the neighboring trunks. The
leaves — if you could call them that
— were on a scale with the trunks.
Four or five hung like pennants be-
low each limb. The mature ones were
five or six feet wide at the limb,
tapering down, ten or twelve feet
long pale green, translucent and thin,
but veined in red, giving an oddly
animal impression. Birds, also pale
green, the size of eagles but scaley
and featherless, with parchment-
like wings, clung to the fruit that
hung below the maturest leaves —
brown, rough-rinded, watermelon-
sized, with reddish pulp that the
birds globbled down. One bird, so
far up the monstrous tree that his
squawks came down only faintly,
was flapping about what looked like
a green meter-long lizard with eight
or ten legs, that crouched on a limb,
reptilian jaws agape as his head
swiveled to confront the bird. Here
and there similar lizards, scuttled,
their stumpy fat legs agile, their
claws maintaining them easily on
the trunk or the vertical leaves. The
swamp, now that the explosions were
ten minutes past, was coming alive
with hissings and squawkings and the
flap of wings. Somewhere far off,
some animal bellowed repeatedly like
a gargantuan foghorn. Steve said,
“We'd better get farther from that
wreck, and into opener country. Did
anyone see the inlet of this lake?”

Fazzool pointed. “Zat way. And
zere are hills.”

Bgral, nostrils and stubby ears
atwitch at the swamp sounds and
smells, protested, “Shouldn’t we
reconnoiter a little while we're this
close to the Base?”

139



teve shook his head. “They might
X/ comb the area, if they're at all
suspicious. I want to get to some
high spot where we can watch things
for a couple of days.” He shifted
his back to a more comfortable bal-

Egral grumbled, but moved out in
front.

But after they’d gone a few yards
a sound from high in the trees made
Steve crouch, gun in hand. Up there,
a horn was blowing purposefully —
high-pitched and clear, but soft, like
a muted bugle. He knew, as surely
as he knew it was no natural sound,
that there was language in that play-
ing, Egral asked softly, “Gree?”

Steve shook his head. “Somebody,
or something, that doesn’t have ra-
dio. They’re reporting on us. But
to whom?” He looked around, then
hurried on, staying under the ferns
as much as possible.

There was another horn-message
when they started up, the inlet —
a small river, nearly canopied over.
Then there was another when they
reached the edge of the swamp and
started up a canyon. For a way there
were ferns, but those ended where
grassy banks sloped up to hills half-
covered with trees like huge willows.
They heard no more horns for a
while.

Sunset came before they were as
far or as high as Steve liked. He
chose a spreading tree beneath
which to make camp for the night.
While Ralph and Egral strung proxi-
mity-alarms about, Fazzool broke out
rations. “Zese will do for tonight,
but tomorrow I'll start experimenting
wiz local food. I wish we had brought
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some of zose fruits from ze swamp.
But zere are ozzer bzings here, and
plenty of lizards along ze river.”

Steve, spreading out the backpacks
to dry, told him, “First we’ll get
through the night if we can, then
we’ll find a spot we like. Then you
can start to go native.”

But there was no alarm during the
night, and only a few bugles. And
before noon the next day, they found
a spot Steve thought would do.

The place was a good five miles
from the edge of the swamp; a
small plateau above the river but
with a creeklet crossing it. The wil-
lowlike trees grew thick; the grass
— also pale green — was tall enough
to lie in and be concealed except
from above. There was a steep slope
backing the plateau, with one actual
cliff against which they made camp.

Egral prowled restlessly, eager to
get out the telescopes. Steve restrain-
ed him. “First we have to be secure,
if possible. It'll take the rest of the
day to set up alarms and stuff. Also,
we ought to get a look at those
musicians before we let them see
us spying. Actually make contact,
if we can.”

Ralph said, “They don’t seem to
have followed us smce we broke
camp this morning.”

Egral said, “They’ve been watch-
ing us all the time.” He jabbed a
thumb upward. “I wasn’t sure until
a minute ago.”

Steve peered up through the foli-
age. Far up in the sky was a pair of
bird-shapes. He got to his feet, rum-
maged around and returned with a
small monocular.
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Five minutes later he lowered the
glass. “You're right; they’re not
birds. But all I can make out is a
silhouette, like a small stubby-wing-
ed plane.”

Egral said, “I can see more. There
are humanoids, or something like it,
wearing those wings.”

Steve tried to find the bird-shapes
again, but they were out of sight.
“You told me,” he said to the Remm,
“there’d never been any humanoid
races evolved this near the Hub.”

Egral made the equivalent of a
shrug. “Conditions don’t favor
bipeds or purely diurnal animals.
But these needn’t be native.”

Fazzool demanded, “If Gree
brought zem, why haven’t zey re-
ported us?

“That’s a puzzle,” Egral admitted,
“but there they are, gliding around
in plain sight of any aircar that
might come by, apparently unwor-
ried.”

Steve said, “I don’t think even
your eyes could see a worried ex-
pression at that distance. But we
have to assume they’ve at least some
sort of truce with the Gree garrison.
I'm worried.”

By evening the plateau was well
bugged with electronic warn-
ings, and the other gear was stowed
out of sight. Fazzool had gone down
to the river and killed a lizard, and
now had slabs of its flesh sizzling
on the hot-plate.

Egral was padding about restless-
ly, tail lashing. “Damn it! We haven’t
even looked toward that Base. I'm
going to take a telescope to the edge
of the plateau and lie under a tree.”
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Steve had been considering the
same thing himself. “It’'ll be a while
before Fazzool has that lizard-meat
tested. I'll go with you. Ralph, you
stay here and take clinical notes, and
we’ll help you dig the grave later.”
He got the two biggest scopes and
handed one to Egral. As he followed
the impatient Remm, there was
bugle-talk overhead.

They found a suitable spot, set up
the tripods and afixed the scopes,
and carefully parted the grass. There
was no problem locating the Base.
Perhaps twelve miles away, airline,
just beyond the swamp, the hills were
speckled with light. Steve said, “That
radio transmission came from the
swamp itself, or I thought it did.”

Egral said, “It’s possible. Can’t
you see by starlight?”

The starlight was a thousand times
stronger than Steve was used to, but
that still wasn’t much. “See what?”

“Why, the jungle is discolored
just this side of those lights, as if
some of the trees were dead or in-
jured. But it’s a much smaller patch
than I expected.” .

Steve asked, “What’s on the
slopes?”
“Missile emplacements, radar

gear, ground defenses. No large

“buildings.”

Steve said, “Then the Base is un-
derground. Can you see any air ac-
tivity?”

“Certainly. Aircars coming and
going. Patrols, I assume.”

Steve peered through his scope,
saw small craft over the spot. “Well,
then we’re not going to learn enough
at a distance. I'm not surprised.
Eventually Fazzool and I will have
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to put on uniforms and sneak in.”

Egral said, “And in the mean-
time?”

Steve squirmed into a more com-
fortable position. “In the meantime,
we learn more about the planet and
work out some way to create con-
fusion, so Fazzool and I can sneak
in.” He lay a moment, thinking.
“Do you really believe, personally,
that they couldn’t have found a way
in here with ordinary null?”

“Well,” the Remm growled, “a
step-by-step advance would take
many lifetimes.” He shifted his
weight and pointed skyward.

“The Hub warps null as well as
space. It’s in sight now; had you no-
ticed?”

“No.” Steve followed the point
and located the slightly darker
smudge in the awesome starfield.
“Not very big from here, is it?”

Egral said, “We’re still ten thou-
sand light-years out, if distances are
meaningful any farther in than this.
You should read some of the theory
I couldn’t translate for your scien-
tists. Especially about the polarity,
along the axis of rotation. As far out
the axis as fifteen thousand light-
years, the pull breaks matter into
ultimate particles and whirls them
out in the galactic plane. Eventually
they condense into new hydrogen
and start the long evolution into
stars. I tried to translate into B’lant
and Effogan by comparing the Hub
to a centrifugal pump, but the an-
alogy is poor.”

Steve said, “Well, I'll avoid the
axis. I wouldn’t want — > He went
silent as Egral was suddenly on four
feet, staring toward the camp.
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here was a shout, followed by
the blam of Ralph Parr’s pow-
der-burning pistol.

Steve rolled to his feet and ran
after the streaking Remm. When he
arrived, the other three were crouch-
ed behind treetrunks, staring up-
ward, weapons in hand. On the
ground lay what looked like a small
parachute draped over some bundle.
Ralph said, “There’s another lodged
in a tree. I thought they were para-
chute bombs.”

Steve stared upward until he saw
the lodged one. Slowly, he felt for
a flashlight. “They’ve got us pin-
pointed. A light can’t hurt” He
flashed the beam on the dark object
hanging in the shrouds.

Fazzool, for once, gaped. “Why
. . . zat is one of ze fruits from ze
swamp! Zey — look, zere comes
more down!” The B’lant maved to
catch one. “Now why Wm zis
world —?”

Ralph’s grizzled beard suddenly
shook with laughter. “Why, it’s ob-
vious! They worship the lizards, and
they’re dropping us food so you
won’t kill any more!”

Fazzool gave him a glare, but
reached for his knife and hacked
off an end of the fruit. He sniffed
at it and said wonderingly, “If zis
is not protein — and very much
like meat — zen I amn one of zose
lizards!”

Steve said, “Maybe a dead one,
if you try to eat it.”

Fazzool shook his head vigorous-
ly. “No. Ze birds and lizards were
eating zem. And we can tell if ze
rinds have been punctured.”  ~

Steve said, “Something funny
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about this. Even if they are simply
donating food, there’s hardly been
time, since you killed that lizard, to
fly down there, get fruit, bring them
here and attach parachutes.”

Egral said, “I don’t think they
had to. There’s been bugle-talk, and
some of it was from up-country.”

Steve stared up into the dark-
ness. “All right. Fazzool, you'd bet-
ter give these tree-steaks the sur-
vival test. Declining might be a mor-
tal insult. And tomorrow we go
hunting the source.” He looked at
Egral. “Do you agree that making
friends with these people may be
the quickest way to get at the Base?”

Egral said, “Of course. If it turns
out that simple.”

I

efore the sun was halfway to

noon, they’d climbed up canyon
to where the river emerged from a
narrow, deep gorge. Steve paused.
“Fine place for an ambush.”

“Which,” Fazzool agreed, “may
be why zere have been no bugles
lately.”

Egral unbuckled his harness. “I'll
scout. Shall I take a radio?”

Steve shook his head. “Can’t risk
even weak transmission. Better go
a hundred yards at a time and find
spots to signal back.” He found a
place against a boulder and watched
the Remm slink into the skimpy
brush. “Apparently he’s satisfied now
that these people aren’t with Gree.”

Fazzool said, “We have only his
long-range view of zem to indicate”
zey are humanoid. I have been cal-
culating. A man could not glide on
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wings ze size of zose, even in zis air
and gravity. Ozzer zings have two
arms and two legs, loosely speaking.
A Terran frog fits zat description.”

Steve said, “I won’t reject his
opinion lightly. There is something
odd about this whole situation —
Gree’s appearing on this particular
planet, where humanoids are already,
or something like them. And I think
that plateau was artificial.”

Ralph looked doubtful. “I’ve seen
just such plateaus on Earth, certain-
ly natural.”

“Yes,” Steve admitted. “But when
a chunk of hillside’s broken loose
to leave a plateau like that — by
volcano or .earthquake or whatever
— there are signs. I walked around
the perimeter and looked down all
the slopes. No loose rock, no lava.
I think it was chopped out, and the
rock carried away somewhere, and
that stream redirected to provide
water.”

Fazzool said, “If so, it was not re-
cently.”

Steve shrugged. “There were hu-
manoid races with null travel fifty
thousand years ago. Maybe there's
something about this particular
region that makes it easier to get to.
That would explain Gree’s doing it.”

Ralph objected, “Wouldn't it be
pretty coincidental, our finding an
artificial plateau right away? Unless
there were a lot of them.”

_Steve pointed out, “We didn’t just
happen to find it. We were looking
for a good view of the swamp and
lake. That may be why it was there.”

Fazzool nodded slowly. “Zen zese
people would be retrogressed des-
cendants.”
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“Right,” Steve looked up the
gorge. “There’s Egral, waving.”

here was no ambush and no

bugles. However, beyond the
gorge, they found the source of the
protein fruit and also evidence that
the natives had not always been at
peace with Gree.

The cliff-enclosed valley was no
more than a mile long and half that
wide. At the lower end was a small
lake. The rest didn’t look swampy,
but there was a solid jungle of the
protein-producing trees. Birds swarm-
ed, their hoarse cries faint with dis-
tance. On the upper shore of the
lake was a cluster of devastated
huts, charred or flattened. Tree
houses, too, lay where they’d fallen.
Yet, other tree houses looked intact,
though deserted.

Fazzool said, “A punitive raid,
perbaps, to teach ze natives respect.
Or prisoners may have been taken
for study.”

Steve was scanning the trees.
“There could be an army of them,
waiting. Egral, do you see any?”

“I'm not sure,” the Remm said.
“There was something stirring when
we first came into sight, but it could
have been a big lizard. What if they
just keep avoiding us? We can’t
chase them all over the planet!”

Steve started down. “I think
they’ll show themselves if we don’t
make any threatening moves. They
already know we’re not with Gree,
but they’re probably as worried about
us as we are about them.”

They circled the lake and paused.
Fazzool pointed to a tree house.
“Look! Ze floor is made by gluing
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zose big leaves edge-to-edge some-
how, still fastened to ze limbs! And
ze walls and roof are of cut leaves!
Zose must be very tough!”

Egral said, “Big lizards crawl up
them without leaving any claw=-
marks. And to hold those heavy
fruit, in a storm, they’d have to be
tough.”

Steve was looking for stairways.
What he found instead — hard to
see against the foliage — was a long
ladder, apparently attached at the
top to a still-living leaf. “I think,”
he said, “we’ll act as if we’re about
to set up housekeeping and see what
happens.” He walked toward the
ladder. But when he reached it, he
paused, astonished. It was made from
leaves — vertical ropes and rungs,
laminated until they were thick and
semirigid. And the whole structure
was green, and still alive! The rungs
continued into the ground as if root-
ed. The veins spread up, as well as
downward from the high limb. He
peered up at the houses and got
the same impression.

Bugles were talking. After a pause,
one answered from the distance. He
grinned and stepped into the open.
“I'll bet you each a tree-steak that
was the okay to make contact.”

It was only a minute until the na-
tive came down in graceful swoops;
face down beneath wings no more
than four feet long but a good two-
and-a-half wide, rigidly fixed, slant-
ing up a little to the tips, thickly
cambered. The fuselage was a mere
short boom — hollow, no doubt —
and the tail assembly was small and
very close behind the wings. The
whole, of course, was made from
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the leaf material, still veined and
looking alive. The humanoid’s knees
were bent to his heels almost touch-
ed his buttocks. His insteps fit into
stirrups that evidently controlled the
tail. The main support was at his
waist — not a complete band, but
a wide bracket open at the side so
he could slide in, The arms were not
extended under the wings, but bent,
elbows at the ribs, so his hands —
very sinewy, and overlarge for his
size — grasped two stirrups. Those
grips, Steve saw, were controls as
well as supports. As the contraption
neared the ground, the flyer’s fingers
did things and airjets hissed. The
apparatus tilted up, stalled, settled
lightly. The being’s feet withdrew
from their stirrups and swung down
like a bird’s as he landed gracefully.
In one contortion he was free of
the waist-bracket; then, as if the
apparatus weighed no more than a
few pounds, he flipped it over and
laid it bottom-side-up. The familiar
laboratory smell of the trees came
stronger from the flying apparatus.

he native turned, obviously ner-
' vous, staring especially at Egral.
He wasn’t over five feet tall, very
lean, but with tendons that stood out
like cables. His skin was tawny; hair-
less except for the short black curly
patch on his head and a little beard
on his chin His eyes were dark and
quite human looking.

But what Steve gaped at was the
pair of short, straight, blunt-ended
horns — mere vestiges — that bare-
ly poked out of the hair. He heard
Fazzool take a deep breath.

Steve shook off his astonishment
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and stepped forward. “Is it possible,”
he asked wonderingly, “that you. ..
speak Effogan?”

The native started and turned
wide eyes at him. After a moment
he said in a rather high voice, “We
are the Doyt. Effogan is the tongue
we learn from the ancient talking-
wires. But how is it that you — the
report says you came from the sky!
While the others, the violent ones,
came from the ground! The legends
say . ...

Steve found himself laughing. “A
lot’s changed since your ancestors
colonized this world. Now, other des-
cendants fight the tyrants who did
this —” he indicated the blasted
village — “and we are here to stem
this invasion if we can. Will you
help us?”

A fixed look came over the na-
tive’s face, as if he’d been briefed for
this. “We know nothing of coloniza-
tion, or of other worlds, if there be
such, The legends say our ancestors
came from the ground and might
come again one day. In any case, we
cannot help you fight.”

Egral stepped forward, making the
native flinch. “You won’t resist
them? Even after they did this to
you?”

The Doyt said stubbornly, “This
was a village of outcasts, insane
ones, who resisted when they should
have yielded.”

The four were silent for a minute.
Then Fazzool asked, “Have others
been taken captive?”

The Doyt looked uncomfortable.
“A few. The men from the ground
wanted infants and took the parents
along. They have not bothered us
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beyond that. We avoid the place
from which they come.”

Steve asked, “Is that a large
cave?”

The Doyt said, “There were only
the hills and the swamp. Then one
day there was an explosion, and
rocks and trees hurtling, and great
ships of metal came out, rising
without wings. We have guessed. the
inside of the world must be hollow.”

Steve said, “This world is not hol-
low, nor do the invaders belong on
it. They come from the stars and
will enslave you and teach your
children and your children’s children
to fight, enslaving still other worlds,
of which there are no end. They
have usurped the means by which
your ancestors came.” He turned to
Egral. “I think it’s obvious that Gree
forces stumbled onto some ancient
Effogan null link somewhere, tried
it out, and found themselves here.
Don’t you?”

Egral, tail atwitch, growled, “I
suppose so.” He stared at the Doyt
with disgust. “You, fellow. Now that
you know we're not going to eat
you, is there someone in authority?”

The Doyt said mildly, “We are
only a scouting band, temporarily
based in this valley., But tomorrow
an Elder of the district will be here
to talk to you. We had hoped you
would not come this far; but since
you have, I am to take you to our
camp to wait. It is safer there.”

v

That evening the four were in a
' tree hut assigned to them, two
hundred feet above the ground, near
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the cliffs on one side of the valley.
Steve, who’d spent much of the day
talking to Doyt craftsmen, had a
small section of one of the amazing
wings. “The whole thing’s honey-
combed like this; that gives it
strength. But all the alveoli, I guess
youwd call them, are interconnected,
so the air can distribute itself.”

Fazzool said, “I did not hear much
of ze chemistry, and what I heard I
doubt. Did you get it straight?”

“Roughly,” Steve said. “It’s re-
lated to the process by which the
trees absorb nitrogen and carbon
dioxide from the air to make pro-
tein. You pump air into the wing,
and the tissue — skin, cells, stiffen-
ers and all — absorbs it and stores
it as semistable compounds. The
smell we notice is traces of nitrous
oxide. A wing can absorb up to fif-
teen per cent of its own weight of
air, under pressure, and give it out
again as the jets are used.”

Ralph, who was a little out of
things since he didn’t speak Effogan,
said, “I still don’t see how such
gentle jets hold them up.”

Steve turned the section sideways.
“See this raised part of the leading
edge? There’s a thin crack at the
rear of it, running all along the wing.
The jet — a thin sheet of air, really
— blows back along the camber and
creates lift. That's why they get such
efficiency of a short wing and
why they can hover without forward
motion.” He hefted the section with
one finger. “The whole apparatus
weighs less than ofie-fourth as much
as the Doyt flying it.”

Ralph said, “Even so, if they
want to hold altitude or ¢limb, they
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must run out of pressure before
long.”

“Not too soon,” Steve said.
“Those hand grips are little pumps,
as well as controls, The Doyt keeps
squeezing them as he flies. That’s
what makes their hands so strong.
The pump valves are the only metal
parts in the whole assembly.”

Ralph grinned in his beard. “I'd
like to take a bunch of these people
back to Earth and start a dairy. They
could really milk cows!”

Egral, who was stretched along
the limb that bisected the floor, re-
luctant to trust his weight to the lat-
ter despite assurances, said, “And
you mean to tell us they don’t need
any adhesive? Just join the parts and
let them grow together?”

“Right,” Steve said, “the same
way they join these floors, walls, and
ceilings. Of course there’s technique
involved. To get a perfect joint, the
cutting has to be accurate. Then for
an hour or so the parts have to be
held in place and kept warm and
moist. It beats gluing, though.”

Egral said, “I'll stick to metal and
welding.”

Fazzool got to his feet and
bounced up and down on the flexible
floor, as if it were a trampoline,
making Steve and Ralph grab for
handholds. “Zis is not to be sneezed
at. Especially when ze same trees
grow meat for you, right outside ze
doer.” -

Egral scowled. “A remarkable bo-
tanical science, I admit. Too bad
they haven’t turned it to weapons.
Steve, how do you plan to handle
the Elder who’s coming?”

Steve shrugged. “I'll have to play
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it by ear. Maybe I'll give .him a
good rundown on the galactic situ-
ation and let him think about it
for a day or two before I put any
pressure on him.”

“I am Jubbelyn.”

The Elder was as lean and
cordy as if braided of rope, his skin
not young but tauter and healthier
than one might expect from his
white chin beard and near-naked
scalp, the latter accentuating the ves-
tigial horns. His black eyes were alert
but calm as he surveyed the four.

Steve said, “We’re honored. No
doubt you already know our names
and our mission.”

The hint of a smile crossed the
wrinkled face. “Everything has been
reported. Forgive me if I comprehend
slowly. We are sorry your ship was
destroyed, but rejoice that you sur-
vived. If there is any concern in
your minds that we will betray you
to your enemies, please banish it.
You may take refuge among us if
you wish; or, should you prefer, we
will lead you to some hidden valley
far from here, where you may live
out your lives in peace.”

Steve tried not to stare. Could the
native be this innocent? Or was this
a gentle hint that they shouldn’t
make trouble? He said slowly, “I
don’t think you understand the situ-
ation. Gree will not let anyone live
in peace, on this world or any other
he can conquer, except the slavery
that he calls peace. We speak of
Gree, from habit, as a person; but
these invaders from outside the
galaxy are pot humanoids nor even
animals. They are artificial beings of
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metal, without emotions as you and
I think of emotions. The humanoids
who serve them are Slaves, so com-
pletely indoctrinated from birth that
their devotion is fanatical to the
death. The symbol called Gree is
not an actual being, but a half-alive
simulacrum controlled by a metal
being. The physical appearance of
that ghoul is copied from remaining
statues of the oldest humanoid race
in this galaxy — the Men of Effogus,
your own ancestors. The fraud is an
effort to cash in on lingering legends
among other races.”

Jobbelyn said calmly, “Are you
quite sure you yourselves have not
been misled as to the nature and in-
tent of your enemies?”

Steve, a little nonplussed, gestur-
ed toward Fazzool. “Ask him. He
was born a Slave. I spent years in
that role, as a spy. We know.”

The Doyt sighed, shifted his po-
sition on the floor limb and stared
out at the busy jungle. Presently he
faced Steve and said, almost sadly,
“It appears to me you are as fanati-
cal as those you fight. I wonder if
you can answer me frankly — are
you out of touch with your own
forces? Do they know where you
are?”

Steve decided there was nothing
to be gained by evasion. “They know
exactly where we are. And we have
means of reporting to them.”

Jobbelyn brooded over that for a
minute. “That is as we feared. What
we can expect, then, is a war on our
planet — your side attacking the
Base, their side defending?”

“Im afraid so. But there is this
difference — we won't enslave you.”
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The Elder made a gesture of gen-
tle rejection. “I don’t doubt
your sincerity. But the others have
promised the same thing. They treat
us almost as children, but with a
hint of respect. Perhaps they secret-
ly admire our peaceful natures.”

Steve said, “Don’t be deceived.
They have to be gentle with you
for the moment because of your ap-
pearance — clearly similar to the
one they’ve chosen as the Gree sym-
bol. Otherwise, they’d have trouble
with the Slaves. But the Overseers
know the deception; they aren’t
Slaves, but a race whose treason has
been bought. And they will be your
masters, when the planet’s secured.”

Jubbelyn sighed again. “I cannot
dispute you. But we have discussed
this thing, and our decision is to
remain neutral. We will try to do
nothing to anger either side. We
are willing to evacuate this whole
region, up to a radius of a full hun-
dred miles. We hope you and the
others will confine your war to that
area, and that whichever side wins
will keep its promises.”

Steve stared in disbelief and baffle-
ment. A hundred miles? When even’
a hasty hit-and-run attack might
devastate half the planet? But if he
told Jubbelyn that, it would sound
like a threat. Slowly he said, “Why
do you think the invaders have taken
infants? Already they’re starting a
creche!”

Jubbelyn smiled. “If you are right,
they will be disappointed. Violence
was bred out of our natures countless
generations ago. We do not even kill
for food — and I have been told
you do.” He got to his feet. “I must
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be leaving, to report this talk to my
colleagues, I thank you for your
honmesty. Should you reconsider your
plans, our offer still remains. We
can give you happy lives. Not all our
settlements are primitive’ villages.
There are cities of many thousands,
with theaters and games and mu-
seums, and other diversions. You
may work or play or simply relax,
as you choose. Perhaps we can even
build you wings. If not, there are
riding" animals, and ships for sea
travel, and a great variety of cli-
mates and geographies. Please give
it thought. And now, excuse me.”

\%

Egral, ears twitching at the night
; sounds, paced gingerly around
the edge of the floor and climbed
inte the bisecting limb. “I don’t
see that we have the right,” he told
Steve severely, “to worry about the
welfare of these people. You've re-
minded me often enough that the
galaxy is at stake.”

Ralph put in, “You were ready
enough to sacrifice Earth, if neces-
sary.”

Steve scowled at the bearded man.
“I wasn’t ready at all. There was
nothing I could do except try to
save her. I was on Earth too at the
time, don’t forget. I don’t say we
have to shirk our mission here. All I
say is, we ought to think hard be-
fore we deliberately involve the
Doyt. Fazzool, you were going to
nose around for Doyt weapons. Did
you see any?”

Fazzool spread his gray hands.
“What is a weapon? A matter of
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employment, is it not? Zey have
knives, of good steel zey make zem-
selves. Zey have fireworks — zose
were described to me — so zey have
gunpowder, at least. And zey drop
noise-bombs, and bombs wiz am-
monia and ozzer gasses, to drive
dangerous animals away. Also — zo
I did not see it — zere is a dart-
thrower zat uses ze plant chemistry
to build up gas pressure to shoot ze
dart. Zey have darts zat will mere-
ly sting like ze devil, or darts to
put you to sleep. Zey use zose on ze
few criminals who resist banish-
ment.”

Steve said, “I wanted to ask Jub-
belyn more about that, but didn’t get
a chance. What about the criminals?
Are there many? Is there a police
force?”

Fazzool drew his feet up under
him. “I had quite a talk wiz ze same
Doyt zat first met us. Zis group here
belongs to a sort of constabulary.
To belong to it, a Doyt must be
very much against violence and only
willing to use it in extreme necessity.
Zat is rare, and even zen zey use ze
sleep-darts or gas and do not kill.
Ze constabularies of different dis-
tricts have only voluntary co-opera-
tion between zem. Ze criminals are
a very small percentage.”

Steve grunted. “I -almost wish
we’d run into savages instead. Do
you suppose we could find a few
of the criminals?”

Fazzool grinned. “Ze Gree garri-
son had zat idea first. Ze local ones
are already rounded up. Maybe ze
Overseers intend zem for breeding-
stock.”

[3 All

“Yeah,” Steve muttered.
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right; suppose we tricked the garri-
son into a couple of punitive bomb-
ings on real cities. Do you think that
Doyt would fight back?”

Fazzool shook his head. “A few
individuals, maybe. As a society, no.”

Egral said impatiently, “Even so,
a little resistance here and there
might create the confusion we need.”

Steve said, “Maybe. But the Doyt
might catch on quick that we’d ar-
ranged it and turn us in. I’'m willing
personally, to take a bigger risk if
we can avoid using the Doyt. Egral,
I can’t demand the same of you, but
I can ask. If you'd seen as many
happy, peaceful races dragged in
as I have . .. .

The Remm scowled. “Colonel
Duke, you have a very under-handed
way of making a person’s decency
oppose his better judgment. T’ll
agree as far as personal risk is con-
cerned. But it’s my home world that’s
the soft, nearby target, and I can’t
risk that. I insist that, whatever we
do, we have an alternate plan in-
volving the Doyt, to switch to if
necessary.”

Steve glanced at Fazzool and
Ralph, who nodded. “Fair enough.
Now, how about concrete sugges-
tions?”

Fazzool said, “Well, zere’s nozzing
like ambushing a ground patrol in
a swamp to start creating confusion.”

The backpack interfered with
Steve’s movements. He coiled
the scaling-rope and tossed again.
This time, as the rope slid back, the
improvised hook caught the limb
above him. He went up hand-over-
hand' and hauled himself, grunting
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with effort, onto the limb. One of
the parchment-winged birds, ap-
parently undecided between curiosity
and indignation, hovered with quick
little wing strokes a few feet away,
squawking tentatively, its reptilian
head cocking at various angles.

Steve coiled the rope and stuffed it
into his pack. It wasn’t comfortable,
sitting here a hundred feet up, know-
ing he daren’t use the grav to break
a fall, this close to the Base. He
straddled the limb and got his back
against the trunk. A bugle sounded
faintly, back the way they’d come.
It worried him that the Doyt had
followed this far. Neither was he
satisfied with his view of the trail
below, but he didn’t have all day to
find a better spot. For that matter,
there wasn’t much of the day left.
He glanced up to make sure he had
head clearance beneath the nearest
of the pendant fruit.

A complaining of birds began a
little way up the trail. That would
be Ralph, climbing to his perch.
Fazzool — less vulnerable, with his
thick skin, to a hasty rake of a
hand-beamer — was already set, at
ground level. Steve frowned at his
watch. If Egral, scouting the patrol,
let himself be seen or heard too far
away, the ambush wouldn’t come
off.

The birds settled down again to
their late afternoon feeding. Lizards
climbed about nimbly. Now that he
was used to the clinic odor of the
trees, it was rather pleasant. Some-
where at the edge of hearing, the
foghorn-voiced animal boomed. He
looked at his watch again and began
to feel tense. He wiped his palms on
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the uniform he’d donned and drew
his handgun. This waiting before
action was always agony.

It was five or six minutes later
that he heard B’lant voices. He took
in a deep uncomfortable breath and
tried to control his trembling. The
leader of the patrol — a B’lant Gun-
ner Second, wearing a visor cap in-
stead of the uncomfortable standard
helmet — came into sight. His blunt
features were bored; his heavy beam-
er carried loosely over a forearm.
Steve fretted. Would they all have
heavy guns? Then the next B’lant
came into sight: a Gunner Third, no
doubt in command, with only a hol-
stered pistol. The one following him,
and the two humans next in file, also
had only handguns. The B’lant bring-
ing up the rear had another heavy
beamer. Steve let out his breath
and gulped in another. Where was
Egral?

An animal sound, more a whuff
of surprise than a growl, made the
patrol spin as one man. The rear
guard jerked up his beamer, then
‘lowered it. Steve raised his pistol.

The Gunner, Third, spoke for
his throat-mike. “This is GPF Six-
teen. We've just sighted a large,
black animal of a new species! We
only got a glimpse, but — ”

Steve’s weapon spat incandescence.
) The B’lant’s voice choked off,
and he went down. Now pencils of
fire lanced in from other directions.

One of the men ran a few steps,
screaming, before he dropped; the
others died faster, with cries on their
lips. Steve had deliberately waited
to hear the patrol commander’s
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voice. Now he tried to imitate it.
“Sixteen! Four of the beasts attacked
and we — "

He fired the pistol again and let
out a muffled cry, then dove off the
limb, harness grav turned on. He
could risk it now, with aircars surely
converging, masking? the electronic
spill. He landed and ran toward the
scene of the massacre. Fazzool was
already there, stripping equipment
from corpses, tucking under them
and distributing around small ob-
jects. Egral galloped up. “Hurry —
something coming down from high
up!”

Steve finished equipping himself
and plunged down the trail as Egral
raced off in the other direction. He
heard Fazzool and Ralph pounding
after him. He fumbled at the pocket-
radio in his left hand, got a Gree
channel. An Overseers’ voice was
snarling commands, directing aircars
toward the ambush. A car reported,
“This is AP Twelve, landing. Will
send eight men along the trail, ready
to shoot.”

Steve ran a little while longer,
then turned off the trail and went
very slowly, paralleling it. His twe
companions caught up. Presently he
heard the eight troopers going by.

The aircar was in a clearing from
which several trails diverged. Steve
halted where he could just see the
four helmeted occupants, glanced
around at Fazzool and Ralph, signal-
ed and moved away to set up a
crossfire. He found himself a spot
and hesitated. He was calm now
that action had begun, but this was
a ticklish moment. The four in the
aircar had to die quickly.
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He aimed and sent lightning at
the one in the pilot’s seat.

Two of the four shouted words
before they died. Steve was already
plunging forward. He shoved his
dead pilot aside and spoke hurriedly
into the radio grill: “AP Twelve!
We just saw one of the strange ani-
mals and wounded it! Shall we pur-
sue?”

There was a pause of fifteen sec-
onds. Then the Overseer’s voice said,
“AP Twelve, stay in your vehicle
and wait for your squad. You are
the only car close by.”

The order didn’t quite ring true to
Steve. He shot a look at Fazzool,
who shook his head. Steve grabbed
heavy beamers, tossed them to Faz-
zool and Ralph, leaned into the car
to get extra energy-units. “Let’s get
out of here!”

The radio was silent now. That
meant, of course, the ruse was dis-
covered. Cursing mentally, Steve
sloshed through mud, wide of the
path, but toward the Base. The only
hope now — a faint one — was
that Egral’s various diversions would
draw the search away.

A cluster of explosions rocked the
swamp. That would be the radio-
linked booby traps Fazzool had set
around the original ambush. Steve
swore. Now that didn’t seem such a
good idea — it clearly revealed
technology. Fazzool whispered, “We
must hide somewhere near ze Base
and hope for a chance to sneak in
later! It would be suicide now!”

Steve nodded, slogging on. He
hoped Egral was still galloping up-
country, not pausing to reconnoiter.
Would the Remm guess, from the
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radie silence, that things were sour
already? No doubt. But what could
he do? He could go through with
the tricks to implicate the Doyt. But
he wouldn’t, Steve felt, so long as
there was hope. He’d stick to the
promise Steve, in his squeamishness,
had extracted.

Steve tried his radio, hoping for
another channel, but there was none.
How was the garrison co-ordinating?
And why hadn’t any of Egral’s fake
messages come over?

An aircar whooshed over, headed
up country. Maybe the Remm was
already dead, or surrounded and
pinned down. Fazzool — obviously
thinking along the same lines — said,
“Maybe Egral has decided it would
be foolish now to break ze silence.”

Steve didn’t answer. He was busy
trying to find solid footing.

Ralph — the best woodsman of
the three — suddenly jerked into
motion. His primitive pistol roared.

VI

omething zipped by Steve’s cheek.

A dart! At once, a slight, green-
clad body came tumbling to thud
nearby. Steve leaped for cover, fran-
tically scanning the trees overhead.
Fazzoo lunged for the Doyt corpse,
came dragging it to the root tangle.
“He has a pistol too, so he was wiz
Gree! He used ze dart because zey
want us alive!”

Somewhere, a bugle talked. So
that was how the garrison was com-
municating.

Steve gave the trees another quick
scrutiny, then was running again —
not toward the Base, nor away from
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it; but laterally, as silently as he
could, sacrificing speed for cover.
This; the least purposeful direction,
offered the best chance of evading
the immediate search at least until
dark.

Night wasn’t long coming. Now
they picked their way cautiously until
there was no sound of aircars or
bugles, then found cover beneath
roots. Steve asked softly, “Anyone
see more than the one Doyt?”

Ralph Parr said, “No. If there
were more, we've lost them by now.”

“That’s not the point.” Steve
paused, listening. “So far that Doyt’s
the only one who’s seen us, unless
there were others with him. So the
garrison still may not know we're
humanoid. That makes it possible
for us to go on with the original
plan of sneaking in as survivors —
if there’s some more confusion. By
mow, the Overseers must realize the
Remm are involved, whether they
actually know the Remm body shape
or not, Maybe later tonight . . . .”

Fazzool said, “Zere is not zat
much time. Zey will pick up Doyt
and make zem tell.”

Steve swore. “Well, then — if we
can get beyond the Base, into the
hills, maybe we can sneak into a
relief crew for a missile emplace-
ment, or something. But first I've
got to get off a message to the Remm
that things are busted open.” He
fumbled in his pack for an object
like a very large cigar; pulled it in
two, spoke at length into one half,
reunited it, gave it two twists and
tossed it away from him,

“That will null in twenty minutes.
Let’s move!”
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t was slow going. When the drone

nulled, the implosion was disheart-
eningly near. Steve speeded up to
the point of recklessness. An hour
dragged by as they jogged on, splash-
ing through mud, panting for breath.
Aircars whooshed over, listening, no
doubt, for any electronic spill.

Suddenly the radio came to life.
“I have seen one of the creatures!
They are not primitive animals, but
advanced beings! He was carrying
— ” A blast drowned out the voice.

Then the radio was silent again.
Ralph whispered, “Hell. Did they
get Egral with a grenade or some-
thing?”

Fazzool chuckled, “Zat was Egral
talking. Ze fake was meant to be
transparent; zat is why he did not
identify. But it was probably a de-
layed transmission. Ze question is,
why?”

Steve said, “To keep up the con-
fusion. He gave away no informa-
tion, but the Overseers will have to
consider a lot of things. The mes-
sage could be genuine. Or it might
be intended merely to pinpoint a
spot, for other commandos or a land-
ing. Or just to establish co-ordinates.
And the missiles will /have to be
manned, against possible attack from

- space. And ships will have te null

off.”

Fazzool said, “Ah! Overload ze
garrison! Good scheming, for a lingu-
ist!”

“A linguist,” Steve said, “who’s
served with a Task Force. Well, we
have to get somewhere while the
bustle’s on.” He peered ahead for
sound footing.

Minutes later, a boom came dis-~
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tantly, then a series. Ships nulling
hastily from stratosphere — all us-
ing up personnel. But there was a
bad feature. With a defending fleet
around the planet, the Remm might
have no time for niceties.

A few yards farther along, light
suddenly burst above the trio.

Bl‘mdly, Steve hurled himself for
the nearest low root. Other
light flares bloomed all over the area,
descending very slowly on gravs. A
loudspeaker grated, “Stay with your
units and don’t lose contact]! There
are only a few, but they move fast!”
The tone of the voice changed. “You,
whatever you are! If you want to live,
show yourselves, without weapons!”

Steve squirmed cautiously into
better shooting position, the heavy
beamer resting over his left forearm.
If they were staying in squads, that
was fine. He’d wait until he saw
them, then rake the whole squad. He
hoped Ralph and Fazzool would
stay hidden until they got good
targets, too — not sell their lives in
foolish heroics. He wasn’t particular
scared; he could bury the primitive
emotion in his belly. But he couldn’t
banish the regret or the despair, or
the shame of failure. If he hadn’t
been squeamish about the Doyt . . . .

A Slave Warrior suddenly cried
out in surprise. Then the jungle erupt-
ed. Darts rained. Somewhere, soft
plops marked the bursting of gas-
bombs. The shocked Gree troops
were firing wildly into the trees,
bringing down a torrent of debris, An
Overseer, shouting, ran into sight,
clutching at his cheek, and collapsed.
A flare dropped, weighted down by
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some kind of hooped net. The radio
babbled now. Bugles blew purpose-
fully Steve squirmed free of the
root and was running, away from
where the gas bombs had fallen.
“Ralph! Fazzool!” He hurdled prone
Warriors, some still stirring.

A big dark form bounded into
his path. “Quick!” Egral snarled.
“We have an aircar for you!”

espite the confusion in the

swamp, the garrison was re-
acting efficiently. Aircars were land-
ing to unload casualties, re-equip,
and take off again with full crews.
Blinker-lights were being mounted
on some craft, for signalling. Flame-
throwers were being hustled to the
crews, and crates of antipersonnel
bombs.

Fazzool pointed. “Zat looks like
de-briefing!”

Steve set the aircar down in the
lighted area. Troops covered them
with beamers during a careful scru-
tiny, then they were urged forward.
An Overseer demanded, “Where’s
yeur squad leader?”

“D-dead,” Steve told him. “Some
weapon that made no noise and no
light! He — his head just exploded!”

The Overseer’s scowl deepened.
“How did you two survive?”

Steve touched his own cheek. “A
dart grazed me, and 1 collapsed. 1
guess they thought I was dead. When
I came to I saw him — ” he indi-
cated Fazzool — “stumbling around.
He's still dazed. The area was de-
serted, so I got him to a car and
took off.”

Fazzool mumbled, “Something big
and black . . . it knocked me down
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from behind. My head..... ”

The Overseer demanded of Steve,
“Did you see the attackers?”

“Yes, sir. Two of them, anyway.”
He described Egral.

“Remm,” the Overseer growled.
“It must be. So they have six limbs?
Did you see any vehicles?”

“N-no, sir. But there was a hum-
ming in the trees.”

“Damnation! Well, get your squad-
mate to Med Center, then you re-
port to the general pool.” The Over-
seer turned away.

Steve pretended to help Fazzool
until they were out of sight, then
they ran toward two great wooden
doors that closed a fresh scar in a
hillside.

Guards blocked the way. Steve
said, “Orders to man a ship!”

The leading trooper demanded,
“When was that, Gunner? Everything
scrambled an hour ago!”

Steve said, “More nulling in, with
short crews!”

“Oh.” the guard stepped aside;
motioned to a trooper to open a
small door in the large one. Steve
plunged in, Fazzool at his heels.

11

he ancient terminal had obvious-
: ly been hollowed from the hill,
with a short tunnel to the exit. The
blast that had opened that had dam-
aged nothing else. For a moment
Steve paused, fascinated by the un-
familiar look of the vast null-tank,
then he strode toward a Tech who
seemed to be in charge. “Why aren’t
preparations going on? Where are
the munitions?”
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The Tech — a thick-muscled,
phlegmatic Gjiss — blinked. “Prep-
arations? I don’t understand.”

Steve glared. “Why don’t you
listen for orders? There are ships
coming in, and they meed missiles
and power units! Where’s yowr Sec-
tion Leader?”

The Gjiss looked slowly disturbed.
“He was called away for Patrol
Duty. They left us short handed,
and...”

Steve snarled, “All right! Where’s
the arsenal? Can you at least start
getting C-7’s out here? Is there a
conveyor system?”

“Er, no, Gunner, not yet. We use
carts.”

“Get about it, then. Don’t you
know there’s a battle shaping? Where
are the power units?”

“In there, Gunner.” The Tech
pointed to a tunnel.

Steve and Fazzool ran toward the
tunnel. Recently installed sliding
doors lined one side. Fazzool point-
ed. “Zat one!” The B’lant jabbed a
button, and the door slid open. Lights
went on in the compartment.

Steve muttered thanks for some-
one’s efficiency. Units were already
on carts, ready for call. He and Faz-
zool shoved one out.

The Techs were just bringing a
heavy missile on a long, low cart.
Steve hesitated in the mouth of the
tunnel, handgun ready. He sighed.
He’d already used up his quota of
squeamishness for this trip. He fired
efficiently, Fazzool's beam joining
his. Only one of the Techs managed
an outcry.

Steve crouched a moment, staring
toward the exit, than ran toward the
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null tank. Stepping over the corpses,
he studied the controls. Symbols in
B’lant and English had been stenciled
on them. Simple enough. He darted
toward the missile cart. “Let’s get
this inside!”

They put the missile in the tank,
then trundled the power unit in be-
side it. The missile would serve as
timer and detonator; the unit would
provide the awful energy to slag
the tank. Fazzool said, “We could
null zis gift somewhere first, zen
blow up zis end.”

“No time!” Steve was working
frantically at the fuse-settings. He
finished, shoved Fazzool out ahead
of him. “Hurry!” He leaped for the
tank controls and stood fidgeting un-
til the mighty steel doors began to
grind shut, then ran for the exit
tunnel. If the guards held them up
now . . .. He glanced at his watch,
forced himself to stand inside the
small door for ten seconds. Fazzool,
delighted with the suspense, grinned
at him. Then Steve pounded on the
door. A bolt rattled outside, and the
guard peered in. Steve barked, “Get
a med team with a stretcher!”

The guard leaned in to stare
around. Fazzool jerked him forward
and got a hand to his throat. The
guard reacted fast, but Steve’s knife
was ready. They dragged the body
inside, then ran out, shouting, “Guns!
Take cover! The enemy is nulling
in!” Everyone within earshot turned
to stare. Steve dove for the nearest
cover, a small concrete bunker. Faz-
zool landed on top of him.

There were shouts and pounding
footsteps, then nothing else. Steve
held his breath. Had they failed?
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Then the universe seemed to €x-
plode. The bunker floor heaved,
banging his head against a wall
Dazed, he fumbled in a pocket,
brought out a message-drone, pulled
it apart, grasped into it, ‘Mission ac-
complished . . . null tank destroyed.”
Debris rained on the bunker-roof.

Somehow he got the drone re-
united and tossed it out. In the bed-
lam, he couldn’t hear it null.

There was nothing wrong with
him that a good slug of Remm
medicinal alcohol didnt remedy.

One of the huge dumbbell-shaped
Remm ships was pouring out more
occupation personnel. The Base was
secure; enemy survivors were still be-
ing hunted down, but they were no
problem,

Jubbelyn, looking tired and be-
wildered, was answering Fazzool’s
question. “No, it was nothing that
you or your friends did that changed
our minds. It was the garrison’s use
of our own people against you, and
finally against us. In one summer —
less, in some cases — Gree's psy-
chologists were able to make not
only traitors, but actual killers, out
of them! And not only the outcast.
The perfectly normal people who
were taken, too.” He was silent for
a minute. “I guess I shouldn’t have
been surprise when, one by one, my
own constables forsook the ban
against killing.” He shuddered. “But
when I saw the first of them pick up
an enemy weapon and use it de-
liberately . . .. Yet, before the fight
was over, I was doing it myself.”

Steve said, “I hope your casual-
ties were few.”
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The Elder sighed. “We had casu-
alties. But what hurts is what we've
been forced to learn about our-
selves.”

Egral said, “Knowing that civili-
zation is a state of mind needn’t
cause you to abandon it.”

Jubbelyn shook his head — a ges-
ture he’d just learned. “No, we can-
not retreat back into our dream now,
knowing what rages among the
stars.” He got to his feet, looking list-
lessly around for his flying appara-
tus. “I must go and start organizing
relief. Some of our cities were pun-
ished.”

Egral said to Steve, “To answer
your earlier question, I was able to
follow your progress pretty well and
guess it, by listening to the enemy
search, Then, when I'd fixed up a
few diversions here and there, I
simply called out to the Doyt that
I knew they were watching me and
explained frankly what might hap-
pen to their world if you couldn’t
destroy the null terminal. They'd
discovered by that time that some
of their own race were being used
as scouts. They decided to take a
limited part. I told them what wea-
pons and tactics they’d be up against.

By the time we organized the party
to come look for you, they’d already
had their illusions knocked out of
them.” He glanced toward a squad of
Remm probing through rubble. “It’s
too bad there wasn’t some way we
could trace the other end of that
null link before destroying this end.
It seems my superiors have a whole
new system of fleet operations and

- materiel. They made fairly short

work of the defending Gree ships.
There are a few still to be hunted
down, of course.”

Steve said, “That’s not all. There
was more than one setting on that
null tank. The ancient race must
have had a whole network of planets
connected with this one, and no
doubt Gree sent scouting forces, at
least, to all of them.” He glanced
at Fazzool and Ralph Parr. “I sup-
pose we’ll be staying here near the
Hub for a while, to do some sniffing
around.”

Egral yawned like a great feline.
“Sniffing around? With your noses?
If there’s a network of worlds to be
scouted, some of them will have in-
habitants. I'm sure my superiors will
agree that you need a linguist along.”

END
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Dear Editor:

I wonder how many readers no-
ticed one of the interesting touches
that Bertram <Chandler put into
“Edge of Night?” I would probably
have missed it myself if I had not
waited until I had both installments
and read the work in one sitting.

When the Corsair/Destroyer re-
turns from its mission in the other
universe, it is not exactly the same
ship, nor are its crew precisely
the same people. Note: on page
eleven of the first installment Sonya
is described as having pale blonde
hair; in the short, final chapter she
has red hair. The reader is left to
speculate to what other ways the
protagonists have been changed by
their Mannschenn drive. Masterful!

In the “Hue and Cry” John San-
ner suggests that you should re-
print old pulp covers as a possible
improvement over some of the cur-
rent atrocities. Mr. Sanner obviously
is mot familiar with the old pulp
covers. Save for the conspicuous
absence of a scantily clad “sexy
babe” a number of your recent cov-
ers have come right from a late-
forties copy of Startling or Thrill-
ing Wonder. In fact, by carefully

going through my file of these two
magazines I could probably come
up with some covers that are both
better done and illustrate more
closely the stories that your covers
supposedly illustrate. — Carrington
B. Dixon, Jr., 501 Sylvan Drive,
Garland, Texas 75040.
* % ®

Dear Editor:

After I finished reading Retief’s
War, I thought it was about the best
novel Keith Laumer would ever put
down. It had lots of fast-paced
action, his typical oddball aliens and
equally oddball humans, and good
dialog. That was until I read Earth-
blood. All I associated Rosel George
Brown with was some story in which
an ostracized flower arranger, or
whatever, and a four year old genius
got involved with the roundest thing
in the world . . . I think. I don’t
remember the title or where I read
it; don’t bother telling me where I
can find this classie, I wish I never
read in the first place. It was awful.
Yea, verily! The mame of Rosel
George Brown drifted into the limbo
of my subconscious. That was until
I read Earthblood. (Gee, I mnever
knew I could write like that.)



When 1 started the first install-
ment, I was slightly apprehensive
about it due to the tenuously sinister
recollection of Mr. Laumer’s colla-
borator. After the first chapter I
thought it was terrifie. No, not ter-
rific. That term is too hackneyed
to describe it. After careful consid-
eration I would call it beautiful.

Keith Laumer is my favorite writ-
er in The Genre. I always thought
that he was a good writer but if he
could turn out stories on his own
like Earthblood, he would be a great
writer. Perhaps Mr. Laumer will
turn out material like Earthblood
on his own. I nominate Earthblood
for the Hugo award for the best
serial of this or any other year.

By the way several of my friends
agree with me that the Retief
stories would make a fine teevee
series; infinitely better than the
“science fiction” series on today.
What say you, Gentle Editor? —
Ivan Thoen, 6850 Morella Ave., Apt.
15, North Hollywood, California
91605.

@® 1 say I agree with you — but
the TV producers I've suggested it
to apparently don’t! — Editor.

* k¥
Dear Editor:

Being a Robert A. Heinlein fan
from way back, I have finally de-
cided that I must make contact with
other science-fiction connoiseurs with
the same impeccable tastes. Having
decided on the magazine that these
type of people might read, I now
make my plea: “Heinleinoids of the
World, Come to My Aid . .. My
Flame Is Flickering Fast . . .
Help Me Contact the Others of My
Own Species . . . I Will Join Any
Club . . . Do Anything ... ” As
you can see, I am not one of those
BEM fanatics.

HUE & CRY

I would also give anything to
know the address of “The Great
One” so that I can write him.

I would now like to tell the read-
ers a trick which I have learned re-
cently on how to preserve paper-
backs. I bought some transparent
vinyl contact which is available in
most dime-stores and cut it to size.
It prevents cracks, peeling, banding,
scraping etc. My library of S.F.
is one of the best preserved of any
addict I know. — Matthew Venable,
915 W. Hazelhurst, Ferndale, Mich-
igan 48220.

* A *

Dear Editor:

Your stories in World of If have
been almost uniformly and increas-
ingly good, and they seem to be

" getting even better.

Even so, I have a complaint. While
the stories are good, the art work
you carry is almost uniformly bad.
If you can afford stories from writ-
ers of the quality of Heinlein, An-
derson and Laumer, surely you can
get some art work of the same
quality. I have mot yet been able
to understand the goal or policy of
your art editor. Surely Fantasy and
Science Fiction and Analog do not
have a monopoly controlling the
artists they feature (who are just
as good as yours are bad). Schoen-
herr, Freas and Bonestell, to name
just a few, all do excellent work.

As a critical reader I believe
that the quality of art work you
feature, especially the cover piece,
has a great effect on the way the
magazine is received. With art work
to match the quality of stories you
carry, your sales might go up, giv-
ing you a chance to improve your
stories even more. — Whitney Knox,
6300 Granada, Prairie Village, Kan-
sas 66208.
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Dear Editor:

Read with interest your editorial
on “prediction of futures by the
RAND panel. Interestingly, there
seems to be a built in lag of about
a decade — probably attributable
to the latent “fear” factor. Fear of
change will cause the prophet to
push events off, usually by a con-
stant “force”, yielding a limited
range of “effective push”. A group
would tend to show a similar paired
constant and variable.

The IQ-passing computer will be
built between 1975 and 1980. I don’t
know the exact year, but first suc-
cessful run of the program will be
in the Fall.

Autolang translators was the pan-
el’s closest guess. Will be used at an
international meeting in the sum-
mer of 1973.

Come now, 1980 for the wide
access general data facility? Hell,
the facility will open to limited
public use early in 1976.

Manned landing on Mars will be
1974,

And the economic minimum agree-
ments will be a lot sooner than 2025.
Most of the .world population will
be included by 1990 — and provi-
sions for the rest will already be
underway. 1983 the actual agreement
in world council.

Trouble with the “median” method
they’re using is that the average
prophet isn’t very good. Ability isn’t
on :a Maxwell curve, but a skewed
to the weak curve. Education in
the areas involved doesn’t necegsarily
help. It’s like the difference between
recognition and use vocabulary tests.
The ability is far less dependent
upon information stored than on the
resolving power of the mind in a
particular area. — Gene Fowler,
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372 Baker Street, San Francisco,
California 94117,
@ Nope, not so. RAND ran con-
trol experiments on questions with
known amnswers. Median was more
accurate than any individual. —
Editor.

* X %
Dear Editor:

I have just finished Earthblood,
and I thought that it was one of
the two most pointless serials I
have ever seen in your magazine.
In the last part, it gave a strong
impression that all this Roan Cor-
nay chap does is run about killing
people, throwing them through walls,
getting drunk and similar highly
thalamic activities. I could find
traces of Retief’s A-line, but almost
none of the talent shown in the Re-
tief stories. There not only was no
Retiefian humor, but there was
none of the atmosphere of weird-
ness that hangs through such works
as The Hounds of Hell. In short,
Earthblood was 'a complete dud.

Silkies in Space, aside from its
title, which brings to mind images
of all sorts of space opera, was very
good. When the fact that two Van
Vogt stories were out at the same
time is considered, a highly at-
tractive conclusion is the Van Vogt
is going to start turning stories out
in volume. It is to be hoped that
this is so. I can hardly wait to read
this third Null-A. novel. On the
basis of the two Null-A movels that
are already out, it should be the
longest of the three and the best.
Have you any idea of when it will
be out? — John Hoggatt, 3473 W.
7th St., L.A., Calif.
©® VV’s working on TV seripts,
but will get back to the Null-A
novel shortly. — Editor,
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MOON MAP PUZZLE

Official Rand McNally Map taken from ac-
tual photos of the moon. This circular Map
Puzzle shows mountains, craters, seas,
basins and valleys, with frame containing
information about eclipses, tides, and sea-
sons. Map when completed 21Y4" x 144",
Made of heavy cardboard and diecut.

SELCHOW & RIGHTER CO.
BAY SHORE, NEW YORK



The BEMs in your neighborhood

won't run off with your books

if you put inside the front cover

of each book...a gummed bookplate
with your name printed on it!

YOUR NAME HERE

No. GF-614 by Emsh o No. GF-612 by bmsh

¢

Your Name Here

FINAGLE SAYS —

The umpteenth corollary
of Finagle’s Generai Law of
Dynamic Negatives says:

“No books are ever !ost
by loaning except ones you
particularly want to keep.”

100 for $5; 200, $7.50; 300, $10

with owner’s name imprinted

All Postpaid. Add state sales tax, if any.

ACTUAL SIZE, all designs, 3x4 inches
No. GM-12 by Cullen Rapp No. CX-57 by Lynd Ward .

The designs shown above are the only ones we offer!

Order from GALAXY 421 Hudson Street, New York 14, N.Y.
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